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hurricanes. A detailed description of “design charrette” as  
a public engagement tool is provided to help guide  
(re)development projects.

Planners working in hurricane-affected areas are the pri-
mary audience of this toolkit. This guide can also be useful 
to elected officials, developers, community-based organiza-
tions, and other community stakeholders that are engaged 
in public participation processes. 

The guide has the following three segments:

 ■ Public Participation Process: Provides an overview of 
public participation considerations with a special focus 
on hurricane-affected areas 

 ■ Methods for Public Participation: Provides examples of 
public participation methods and the criteria to be used 
to select a method

 ■ Design Charrette Supplementary Guide: Provides a detail 
description of the process for organizing a design charrette. 

These materials can be used in conjunction with other 
guidance to develop a public participation plan customized 
for a community. 

Public participation can help communities shape their envi-
ronments in a way that promotes inclusion and community 
ownership. Methods for public participation vary depend-
ing on the scope of a project, resources for engagement, 
the final desired outcome, and the level of community 
interest. In hurricane-affected areas, local context and 
preferences are important when seeking input from com-
munity members. Some public participation strategies may 
be more successful than others. In some situations, using 
a variety of public participation methods can help capture 
diverse perspectives on community issues. This guide pro-
vides a variety of strategies, methods, and considerations for 
engaging the public in hurricane-affected areas. 

About the Guide 
This guide provides an overview of strategies and methods 
for public participation to incorporate community perspec-
tives during planning and redevelopment processes. The 
goal is to build the capacity of planners to conduct public 
participation processes, especially in hurricane-affected 
areas. Planners can also use this guide to identify the public 
participation approach for communities impacted by 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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impact on the future of their communities. Public partic-
ipation can encourage a sense of community ownership 
and build capacity among residents. Further, inclusive and 
equitable public participation plays an important role in 
community health. The Inclusive Healthy Places framework 
identifies public participation as one principle to create a 
healthy and inclusive public realm. Under this framework, 
community engagement, civic trust, and social capital 
should drive public participation (Gehl Institute 2018). 
Planners should consider incorporating these considerations 
into public participation processes.

Project teams (including planners and other profession-
als) can create better products with resident input. Residents 
are experts on their communities—they understand charac-
teristics that shape the built environment and can propose 
design recommendations that complement community 
conditions. Public participation can provide opportunities 
for project teams to learn from residents and made changes 
to plans that will benefit a community.

Public Participation in Hurricane-Affected Areas
Public participation can positively impact recovery plan-
ning in hurricane-affected areas and can help such areas 
be better prepared for future hurricane events. Address-
ing community resilience includes improving access to 
resources and services, retreating from areas subject to 
conditions like flooding, and encouraging mitigation and 
reuse of contaminated areas. 

Public participation in hurricane affected areas can take 
place during post-disaster recovery, following a hurricane, 
or during pre-disaster recovery, which takes place before 
a community experiences a hurricane. These two phases 
are fluid and can happen simultaneously. It may be more 
challenging to address resiliency in pre-hurricane plan-
ning because the community may not see an immediate 
need. Post-hurricane planning may need to take place in a 
condensed time period because of the need to rebuild the 
community. Planners can work to overcome these hurdles. 

Overview
Public participation is key to ensuring that investments 
and developments are in line with a community’s vision. 
Public participation strategies can encourage participants 
to collectively identify solutions for their communities that 
will impact community environments including eco-
nomic, social, and environmental systems. It is necessary 
to focus on public participation for redevelopment proj-
ects because projects that incorporate community values 
are more likely to encourage a sense of place, generate 
community buy-in, and encourage ownership of the final 
product (Herd 2019). 

There are a variety of methods and techniques for 
public participation (see Section 2). It is key to remember 
that “[t]he choice of method is less important in determin-
ing the success or failure of a process than the institutional 
context, the resources committed, and the detailed design” 
(Involve 2005). A project may use a series of public engage-
ment activities, ranging from traditional approaches, such 
as town halls and workshops, to newer methods, such as 
participatory budgeting and design charrettes, to broaden 
the appeal and effectiveness of engagement activities with 
diverse participants (de la Peña, et al. 2017). 

There are challenges to implementing meaningful 
public participation activities—residents may have com-
peting demands on time, agencies may have limited 
resources, and community stakeholders may have different 
priorities. Engagement activities may generate conflict in 
a community, or they may bring to the surface ongoing 
challenges outside of the scope of the project. Planners 
have an opportunity to create spaces where community 
members can discuss priorities, identify opportunities to 
improve community conditions, and generate consensus 
among community members. 

Public participation processes should aim to gather 
input from community members early on in a deci-
sion-making process so that they can use their local 
knowledge to inform the process and have a meaningful 

S E C T I O N  1:  T H E  P U B L I C  PA R T I C I PAT I O N  P R O C E S S

Areas impacted by disasters have an opportunity to recover as resilient, 
healthy, and more equitable communities. Public participation is central 
to promoting equitable and healthy development and should consider 

community needs, stages of redevelopment, and political will. 
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purpose is a desired change, or changes, that will result 
from a public participatory process. Context refers to the 
circumstances that shape a public participation process, 
including community history, stakeholders, resident values, 
community conditions (e.g., affected by hurricanes), and 
existing methods to enact change. Process is how the 
team will engage a community through participation 
methods (Involve 2005). These three factors shape the 
outcome, or how the public participation process results 
in change. Examples of public participation outcomes 
include developing new ideas, generating consensus 
on future activities, and creating partnerships to address 
identified issues. 

Projects may have multiple outcomes with differ-
ent levels of importance—these may be categorized as 
“primary” and “secondary” outcomes. Outcomes can occur 
on a short- or long-term scale. When planning for public 
participation, planners can consider desired outcomes and 
timescales, which can inform the type of public participa-
tion method to use. 

A key consideration for public participation plans is 
identifying the appropriate level of public participation. 
The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) 
developed a Spectrum of Public Participation that identifies 
the different levels of participation.  The spectrum ranges 
from “inform” (the lowest level of public participation) 
to “empower” (the highest level of public participation). 
Different levels of public participation may be appropri-
ate throughout the life of a project. Figure 2 (on page 6) 
illustrates the various level of public participation along a 
Spectrum. It presents the public participation goal of each 
level, along with the commitment that organizers make to 
the public when engaging them in the process.  

Participants should be made aware of the expected 
level of participation from the beginning of their involve-
ment—this will help:

During pre-hurricane planning, planners can build con-
nections with community members, which can serve as a 
long-lasting foundation built on trust and mutual under-
standing. Pre- and post-hurricane planning can work in 
concert with one another to support the goals of the com-
munity, promote resiliency, and encourage an expedited 
recovery. Communities can consider developing a public 
participation plan that outlines a strategy for the pre- and 
post-hurricane recovery planning process (Schwab 2014).

1.1 THE PROCESS
A public participation plan can be a useful tool to identify 
strategies that meet the desired outcomes. A public partic-
ipation plan should include the following elements:

 ■ A description of the purpose, context, process, and 
desired outcome of the public participation process. This 
will be helpful in identifying public participation activities 
that correlate with the desired level of participation. 

 ■ An outline of intended strategies to conduct outreach. 
This component should focus on reaching a broad audi-
ence within the community and involving stakeholders 
that represent relevant community perspectives. 

 ■ A description of how the project team will use the 
information from the public participation process. This 
framework can be used to inform the public of their roles 
in the process. 

 ■ A description of how to communicate public participa-
tion impact on the final products. This will connect the 
public participation process with implementation. 

Outcomes from public participation are based on 
three factors: purpose, context, and process. Under-
standing the relationship between these factors can help 
planners develop robust public participation strategies 
that are connected to existing community conditions. A 

+ + =Purpose Context Process Outcome

Figure 1. This graphic illustrates factors that, when combined, lead to the public participation outcomes. Source: Involve 2005
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positive outcomes for a community. 
Project details, relevant community data, and alterna-

tive solutions can equip participants with the information 
they need to make decisions about a proposed community 
change. It may be appropriate to share information, solicit 
feedback, and collaborate to identify solutions for the com-
munity at different stages of a project. 

A public participation plan can be a useful tool to create 
a coordinated effort for citizen involvement. It can help 
identify opportunities to engage community members at 
different levels. Public participation plans may be appropri-
ate for activities that impact communities at a larger scale, 
such as comprehensive or neighborhood plans updates. 
Municipalities, regions, or states may have predetermined 

 ■ Manage expectations for how participants can  
contribute to a project.

 ■ Set a foundation for a conversation about  
alternative solutions.

 ■ Provide an opportunity for organizers to share how  
decision making will take place throughout a project. 

Engaging in participatory processes when project 
decisions have already been made can breed mistrust 
among community members and may contribute to 
reduced participation in future community activities. 
Therefore, it is beneficial to convey the impact that 
community participation had on previous projects and 
highlight how a new participatory process could lead to 

IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation

© IAP2 International Federation 2018. All rights reserved. 20181112_v1
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To obtain public 
feedback on analysis, 
alternatives and/or 
decisions. 

We will keep you 
informed, listen to and 
acknowledge concerns 
and aspirations, and 
provide feedback on 
how public input 
influenced the 
decision.

CONSULT

To work directly with 
the public throughout 
the process to ensure 
that public concerns 
and aspirations are 
consistently 
understood and 
considered. 

We will work with you 
to ensure that your 
concerns and 
aspirations are 
directly reflected in 
the alternatives 
developed and provide 
feedback on how 
public input influenced 
the decision.  

INVOLVE

To partner with the 
public in each aspect 
of the decision 
including the 
development of 
alternatives and the 
identification of the 
preferred solution. 

We will look to you for 
advice and innovation 
in formulating 
solutions and 
incorporate your 
advice and 
recommendations into 
the decisions to the 
maximum extent 
possible. 

COLLABORATE

To place final decision 
making in the hands of 
the public. 

We will implement 
what you decide. 

EMPOWER

IAP2’s Spectrum of Public Participation was designed to assist with the selection of the level of participation that defines the 
public’s role in any public participation process. The Spectrum is used internationally, and it is found in public participation 
plans around the world.

Figure 2 The Spectrum of Public Participation identifies different levels of public participation. Source: © International Association for 
Public Participation (2018)
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the necessity to engage in post-disaster planning, which 
requires more time for deliberation. This tension can impact 
public input and engagement. An effective public participa-
tion plan should allow a community to heal and to address 
immediate needs. In circumstances where communities are 
evacuated, greater participation can be expected only once 
community members have returned to their homes. 

Public participation strategies that account for these 
challenges can support a prompt and inclusive recovery. It 
is important to note that conditions after a hurricane may 
be different than during pre-disaster planning, so planning 
processes should be flexible enough to accommodate com-
munity circumstances. Strategies for public participation 
in hurricane-affected areas include (Community Planning 
Workshop 2010; Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) 2011; Schwab 2014):

 ■ Work with communities to identify priorities for long-
term recovery planning. This way, planning processes are 
relevant to community members, which can sometimes 
result in greater levels of engagement. 

 ■ Keep conversations focused on topics relevant to big 
picture issues. In areas that have experienced a hurricane, 
community members may be interested in discussing 
issues other than long-term planning, such as emergency 
response and short-term community issues. However, 
the facilitators should lead the group to accomplish the 
predetermined goals of the activity.

 ■ Prepare for conversations related to preservation of pre-
vious community structures and adapting to changing 
conditions. It is worth highlighting in those conversations 

requirements for public participation. In such cases, if there 
is flexibility, a public participation plan can help outline a 
process that suits community needs. The Institute of Local 
Government (2018) created the Think, Initiate, Engage, 
Review, and Shift (TIERS) framework for planning public 
participation activities. They are:

 ■ Think: Assess current conditions and alternatives for pub-
lic engagement

 ■ Initiate: Generate approach for public engagement
 ■ Engage: Apply public engagement strategies
 ■ Review: Reflect on public engagement activities
 ■ Shift: Use information gathered from the public  

participation process to create change

1.1.1 Public participation in  
hurricane-affected areas
Public participation in hurricane-affected areas can look 
different than in other communities. Public participation is 
challenging in such areas because of competing priorities, 
resource constraints, and the long-lasting emotional, men-
tal, and physical health impacts on residents. Post-disaster 
conditions can be high-speed, and so the activities that 
could have spread out over time may need to be expedited. 
Communities may experience a surge in interest, which 
can support efficient decision-making processes. However, 
larger interest from multiple stakeholders can also present a 
challenge when seeking consensus. 

Communities may experience tension between the 
yearning to start a speedy post-disaster recovery and 

CASE EXAMPLE: Waterbury, Vermont 
In 2012, after Tropical Storm Irene created signif-
icant flooding in their downtown area, the Town 
of Waterbury engaged in a series of public partic-
ipation activities, including community visioning 
sessions, a public meeting, and a “Community 
Recovery Fair” to identify options for FEMA Long-
Term Community Recovery planning assistance 
(Schwab 2014). This approach for combined public 
participation activities engaged community mem-
bers, stakeholders, and decision makers to prioritize 
and ultimately select projects to support commu-
nity recovery. 

Public participation plans can 
include goals for effective 

engagement. Goals should be 
based on project parameters and 
be SMART (Specific, Measurable, 

Achievable, Realistic, Time-Bound). 
Using this model can ensure 
that project team members 

have a shared understanding 
of what the public participation 

activities will achieve. 
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that come with hurricanes. During public participation 
processes, experts can provide alternatives that improve 
community resilience, such as implementing green infra-
structure and avoiding building in flood plains. Residents 
can work to identify solutions that are appropriate and 
feasible for their communities.

Planners can consider the conditions in their commu-
nities before engaging in public participation processes. 
Questions that can be used to identify community engage-
ment responses include:

 ■ Are there requirements for public participation?
 ■ Has the community moved forward with an emergency 

response plan?
 ■ What previously created planning documents can help 

inform recovery planning efforts?
 ■ What factors impact timelines (including funding avail-

ability, identified risks and vulnerabilities, community 
priorities)?

 ■ Are there opportunities for residents to identify and 
implement solutions for both short- and long-term out-
comes?

 ■ What are existing concerns from stakeholders for recov-
ery planning?

 ■ What resources does the community have at their dis-
posal for implementing changes?

 ■ What is the history of public participation in relation to 
hurricanes (successes, challenges, strategies that work)?

1.2 ROLE OF THE PLANNER:  
BALANCING EXPERT AND  
FACILITATOR RESPONSIBILITIES 
Planners engaged in public participation processes may be 
faced with two competing roles: they can serve as experts, or 
they can serve as facilitators. Both roles come with different 
responsibilities. A primary distinction between the two roles 
is that a planner serving as an expert can provide opinions 
about alternative courses of action, while a planner serving 
as a facilitator should remain neutral about project outcomes; 
or, they risk losing participant trust. In cases where they must 
serve in both roles, facilitator and expert responsibilities 
should be divided between different planners. 

1.2.1 The Planner as an Expert
During a public participation activity, planners can share 
their expertise and provide contextual information to the 
participants. The planner serving as an expert can:

that there is an opportunity to rebuild in ways that will 
improve resilience to stressors like hurricanes and adapt 
to changing climate conditions.

 ■ Some recommendations for recovery, such as relocation, 
may be perceived as a threat to property rights. Involv-
ing the public early to consider alternatives for recovery 
can help address questions and maintain a transparent 
recovery process. 

 ■ Empower community members to share their perspec-
tives and ideas about recovery. Solutions identified by 
community members can generate community support, 
facilitating a quicker recovery process. 

Communities can identify and implement strategies 
to ensure that the built environment can absorb stressors 

CASE EXAMPLE: Cedar Rapids, Iowa
Cedar Rapids used a variety of public participa-
tion strategies to recover after heavy flooding 
in 2008. Stakeholders from a variety of agencies 
and organizations, including government offices, 
neighborhood associations, and faith-based orga-
nizations created a partnership called the Recovery 
and Reinvestment Coordinating Team (RRCT) (FEMA 
2011). This team organized public participation 
events like open houses and public meetings to ulti-
mately develop a Framework for Reinvestment and 
Revitalization, followed by a Neighborhood Rein-
vestment Action Plan. The city has implemented 
projects for flood recovery as part of their Capital 
Improvement Projects. 

CASE EXAMPLE: Hillsborough County, Florida
Hillsborough County engaged stakeholders to 
develop a Post-Disaster Redevelopment Plan as part 
of a Hazard Mitigation Grant Program. Participants 
served in eight technical advisory committees that 
impact different components of recovery, including 
land use, housing, and communications. The plan’s 
public outreach component identifies strategies to 
engage with the public around topics like redevel-
opment policies, encouraging transparency, and 
including the public in redevelopment processes 
after a disaster.

http://planning.org
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 ■ Facilitating public engagement processes that consider 
hazard mitigation before or after a hurricane

 ■ Integrating hazard mitigation into planning processes 
and identifying opportunities for implementing project 

 ■ Providing a comprehensive perspective to reduce risk to 
human life and property

 ■ Influencing policy to highlight hazard mitigation as a 
priority

 ■ Drafting and implementing land-use regulations that 
consider hazard mitigation

 ■ Incorporating hazard mitigation in every stage of the 
planning process 

Public participation and outreach in hurricane-affected 
areas can contribute to a local culture of disaster awareness. 
Communities planning for resilience must consider different 
hurricane-impact scenarios. This proactive approach allows 
community members to consider risks and vulnerabilities, 
and helps with rebuilding efforts if impacted by a storm. It 
is key to involve all stakeholders in this conversation to help 
reach community consensus on recovery principles and 
actions (Schwab 2010). Some hurricane-affected areas have 
recovery plans in place before a severe weather event takes 
place.  Planning processes and mechanisms, such as hazard 
mitigation plan updates, resiliency plans and adaptation 
plans, are opportunities to engage the public in pre-disaster 
recovery planning. 

Communities already impacted by natural disasters can 
engage residents to identify connections between goals 
in existing plans and priorities for redevelopment. Pre-di-
saster recovery plans can lead to an organized and efficient 
approach to a community’s post-disaster recovery. Develop-
ing a plan helps communities to understand their existing 
resources and needs, recognize opportunities for long-term 
hazard mitigation and resilience, and establish relationships 
and processes that can help a community recover in the 
event of a disaster. 

Foster Relationships With Community Leaders
In hurricane-affected areas, planners can foster relationships 
with community leaders to support public participation and 
coordination. These relationships can help planners con-
nect with community groups that are often hard to reach. 
Community leaders, such as community organizers, local 
council members and other government leaders, nonprofit 
or business leaders, volunteer or faith leaders, and long-term 
residents, can: 

 ■ Provide overviews of existing systems and opportunities 
for change

 ■ Serve as a resource to participants, providing data  
and contextual information to participants

 ■ Apply technical skills during public participation  
processes

 ■ Propose alternatives that balance community needs and 
other stakeholder needs, without compromising commu-
nity values.

1.2.2 The Planner as a Facilitator
When serving as a facilitator, planners can use the informa-
tion to identify appropriate options for public participation. 
A planner serving as a facilitator can:

 ■ Engage communities and promote citizen involvement.
 ■ Serve as a connector among stakeholders.
 ■ Share information about the public participation process 

with participants.
 ■ Express goals for public participation activities. 
 ■ Ensure that a public participation activity is completed 

within the predetermined time.
 ■ Serve as a mediator in circumstances where there is 

conflict. 
 ■ Encourage participants to abide by rules for effective 

communication. 
 ■ Identify community goals to form a vision.  

Planners serving as facilitators should aim to foster 
authentic and inclusive participation. Facilitation is a skill, 
and they should be trained to use it to accomplish the goals 
of public participation activity. In some circumstances, plan-
ners may manage the public participation process. In other 
instances, they may help local government representatives 
or other organizations lead the process and follow the 
requirements. Regardless of the mechanism, planners can 
provide information and help community members shape 
their communities. 

1.2.3 Planning Roles in  
Hurricane-Affected Areas
The role of planners will vary depending on the needs of 
the community during disaster recovery process. Planners 
can work collaboratively with emergency management 
professionals and participate in emergency management 
processes, such as serving on an emergency management 
team. According to Schwab (2010), the role of the planner in 
areas impacted by hazards, such as hurricanes, can include:

http://planning.org
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1.3.1 General Strategies
A public participation process benefits from overarching 
strategies. Herd (2019) identifies five fundamental guidelines 
for successful meeting facilitation. They are:

1. Remember that a group gives a facilitator power.
2. Respect all participants throughout the process.
3. Remain neutral to maintain trust.
4. Engage people actively.
5. Practice meeting facilitation to improve skills.

Throughout a public participation process, planners and 
other facilitators can apply the following recommendations 
to support community involvement:

 ■ Include diverse participants in the conversation. To sup-
port inclusive participatory processes, project members 
can enlist support from community groups and leaders 
to spread the word. 

 ■ Identify opportunities for cross-sector collaboration. 
Some public participation events, such as design char-
rettes, benefit from having expert input and from varied 
stakeholder. 

 ■ Consider other ongoing public participation processes. 
Agencies interested in public participation can work to 
avoid simultaneous activities and reduce participation 
fatigue.

 ■ Include a variety of activities that encourage inter-
personal exchange, small group collaboration, and 

 ■ provide knowledge and a comprehensive understanding 
of the communities

 ■ identify community needs and resources present in a 
community  

 ■ act as key contacts and liaisons for planners in order to 
engage and empower community members, especially 
in communities where some groups may not always 
have a voice in community governance (FEMA 2011) 

Planners can foster relationships with community 
leaders by engaging in ongoing conversations where they 
provide information to organizations about opportunities 
for public participation. Organizations can provide infor-
mation on preferred options for engagement, community 
concerns, and in some instances, opportunities to connect 
with stakeholders. During ongoing public participation 
activities, it can be helpful to engage in regular meetings 
with community leaders to strengthen communication 
channels and maintain momentum for public participation 
(FEMA 2011).

Empower Local Action
Public participation is an opportunity for community mem-
bers to lead, rather than follow, during planning processes.
Planners can empower local action by helping community 
members identify priorities, organize support, and evaluate 
outcomes. Supporting and encouraging communities to lead 
their own resilience activities builds social capital and pro-
vides a powerful incentive for members to sustain action and 
involvement. Methods for empowering local action include 
incorporating disaster-planning discussions into the existing 
format of community meetings, as well as integrating public 
and community institutions into the planning process by 
hosting town hall meetings (FEMA 2011).

1.3 STRATEGIES FOR EFFECTIVE 
ENGAGEMENT
While public participation can be accomplished through 
a variety of methods, it can be valuable to apply strategies 
that will maximize community engagement and empow-
erment. Planners who engage in public participatory 
processes have a variety of strategies at their disposal to 
promote effective community engagement. The following 
sections include strategies planners can use to achieve the 
desired outcomes from public participation activities. For 
specific methods and techniques of public participation, see 
Section 2. 

 CASE EXAMPLE: Jamestown, Colorado
In 2013, Jamestown engaged in a public partici-
pation process after experiencing landslides and 
mudslides following historic flooding. The com-
munity initially made use of a Quick Topic board, a 
previously accessible resource, to share information 
about recover efforts. Community members used 
the board to ask questions, receive information, 
and provide comments. Once recovery efforts were 
underway, the town developed a more robust sys-
tem of connecting with residents, including hosting 
community meetings; sharing updates through 
social media, website updates, and a digital news-
letter; and reaching residents through phone calls 
(FEMA 2017).

http://planning.org


A Guide to Public Par ticipation in Hurr icane Affected Areas

planning.org | American Planning Association
12

early action can help a community recover and prepare 
for future storms. 

1.3.2 Before an Event
Before a public participation event takes place, project team 
can implement strategies to encourage inclusive resident 
turnout. In hurricane-affected areas, previously existing 
methods for communication may not be functional, or 
there may be different preferred methods for exchanging 
information.

 ■ Consider local context, traditions, culture, and pref-
erences when selecting a time, date, and location. If 
possible, aim to repeat activities at different times to 
ensure that a variety of community members can partic-
ipate.

 ■ Share invitations to events well in advance of a meeting, 
in formats that are likely to be welcomed by the commu-
nity. For example, for wide-reaching public participatory 
processes, consider announcements in languages most 
commonly spoken in the community. 

 ■ Consider a multifaceted marketing campaign to 
encourage involvement from all community members, 
including historically underrepresented groups. For ideas 
on options to inform the public, refer to the Citizen Par-
ticipation and Consultation Toolkit (U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development 2014).

 ■ Invite experts to participate in the conversation. Depend-
ing on the project scope, it may be appropriate to invite 
architects, engineers, public health professionals, policy 
experts, and local community leaders to share their 
expertise during a public participation process.

 ■ Incorporate participatory strategies that will allow resi-
dents to express themselves and reduce language and 
literacy barriers. Use translation services based on com-
munity need and incorporate activities that are accessible 
for community members with different levels of literacy.

large-scale involvement. These strategies can be appro-
priate, depending on the type of input sought out by a 
project team. 

 ■ Identify meeting spaces where community members 
are comfortable expressing their opinions. Community 
members can provide information on the preferred loca-
tion for activities. 

 ■ Engage in public participation congruent with project 
scale. Project scales impact the type of public participa-
tion processes that are necessary. 

 ■ Communicate clearly. Sharing information in ways that 
are consistent and accessible can help facilitators main-
tain consistency and engage a broader audience.

Public participation in hurricane-affected areas may 
require additional focus on elements of the public partici-
pation process and disaster-specific considerations. These 
include:

 ■ Trust. Community members undergoing a recovery 
process can benefit from trusting public participation 
processes. This can be a challenge in hurricane-affected 
areas, where external organizations can be involved in 
early communications about recovery but may not be 
present for the length of the recovery process.

 ■ Communication. Sharing information with communities 
impacted by hurricanes can provide consistency and 
updates about recovery planning processes.

 ■ Event location. Ensuring that public participation 
activities are held in accessible locations can increase 
community involvement.

 ■ Timing. Engaging in public participation related to 
recovery is a balancing act between multiple factors. 
It is important to engage in long-term conversations 
after emergency response processes have been set into 
motion and communities begin to recover. However, 
resources for recovery may be available for a limited time; 

Community-level projects will require a different approach to public engagement 
than regional planning projects, with varying points of contact and opportunities 

for residents to provide the feedback. A project at the community level may 
have a denser, shorter time frame than projects at a regional level. Regional-

level projects may require adjustments to accommodate more people, 
such as materials translated to different languages, a longer marketing 
campaign to ensure turnout, and access to large community spaces. 

http://planning.org
https://www.hudexchange.info/onecpd/assets/File/eCon-Planning-Suite-Citizen-Participation-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/onecpd/assets/File/eCon-Planning-Suite-Citizen-Participation-Toolkit.pdf
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Long-term (after five years)

 ■ Provide a variety of opportunities for participants 
to engage in conversation. Some strategies, such as 
hands-on activities, may appeal to some participants 
more than others. 

 ■ Provide opportunities for groups to report out at the end 
of the activity.

 ■ Summarize the next steps. This will reiterate information 
shared at the beginning of the event and provide partici-
pants an opportunity to ask questions.

 ■ Provide information about how participants can receive 
updates or meeting summary information after the event 
has concluded.

 ■ Collect feedback to inform the evaluation.

1.3.4 After an Event 
Once an activity is completed, a project team can work 
together to process the information gathered during an 
event. In areas impacted by hurricanes, this portion of the 
public engagement process may depend on external time-
lines, such as recovery efforts. 

 ■ Plan the event such that all the selected activities can 
be completed within the allocated time. Participants are 
sharing their time to support a project; therefore, keeping 
to schedule demonstrates respect for their contribution. 

 ■ Identify and proactively address barriers that could 
prevent community members from participating, such as 
needs for child care, food for meetings during mealtimes, 
or other incentives for engagement. Providing these 
services shows residents that the project team values 
their input.

 ■ Plan for an evaluation.

1.3.3 During an Event
Facilitators are responsible for moving activities forward 
during a public participation event. Their guidance can help 
community members work together toward the desired 
outcome.

 ■ Create an event atmosphere that is welcoming and 
inclusive. Playing music during the beginning of an event, 
providing beverages and snacks, and greeting partici-
pants can encourage residents to contribute during the 
public participation event. 

 ■ Communicate public participation goals at the start of an 
event. This encourages participants to address the issues 
at hand and to ask questions about the process. 

 ■ Share how public input will be used to shape the project. 
This can help residents understand why their partici-
pation is important, and it will set expectations about 
project outcomes. 

 ■ Set ground rules. Communicating ground rules at the 
beginning of the process will ensure that participants are 
on the same page.  

CASE EXAMPLE: Greensburg, Kansas
Greensburg, Kansas, adopted a green redevelop-
ment approach after experiencing a tornado that 
caused significant damage to the community. 
The Greensburg Long-Term Community Recovery 
Plan focused on supporting climate resiliency and 
adaptation strategies. This approach was devel-
oped after identifying community values and goals 
through public participation activities with hun-
dreds of residents and community stakeholders. 

 ■ Gather input and develop ideas on 
potential changes

 ■ Create materials that represent 
proposals

 ■ Build concensus on proposed 
changes to goals, policies, or actions

 ■ Conflict resolution over current land 
use changes

 ■ Changes to community planning 
documents, policies, or programs 

 ■ Policy proposal and adoption pro-
posal 

 ■ Implementation strategies, such as 
changes to review processes

 ■ Changes to communities, such as 
improved public places, access to 
services, and updated processes for 
development 

 ■ Sustained partnerships that address 
community concerns

Medium-term  
(within 12 months-5 years)

Short-term (within 12 months)

Figure 1. This figure presents some outcomes from public participation processes, organized by timeframe. (Herd 2019; Involve 2005)

http://planning.org
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Additional Resources 
Planners who are aware of what to expect and 
what to do when a disaster strikes will be far better 
positioned to assist the community with recovery 
(Schwab 2014). Thus, it is crucial that planners are 
skilled at the participatory techniques and disaster 
recovery process. A variety of resources can help 
planners prepare for hurricane recovery, including:

 ■ PAS Report 576: Planning for Post-Disaster Recov-
ery: Next Generation provides information on 
recovery planning efforts. 

 ■ PAS Report 595: A Planner’s Guide to Meeting 
Facilitation highlights the role of the planners 
when engaging the public. 

 ■ PAS Report 560: Hazard Mitigation: Integrating 
Best Practices into Planning

 ■ Pre-Disaster Recovery Planning Guide for Local 
Governments

 ■ U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) 
Public Participation Guide

 ■ Summarize community input.
 ■ Report activity results back to the community and spec-

ify next steps.
 ■ Conduct a debrief and review feedback. 

1.4 PUBLIC PARTICIPATION OUTCOMES
Public participation outcomes are changes that result from 
public participation. Some public participation process may 
lead to systemic changes, while others may lead to incremen-
tal changes. The outcomes from the process can be short, 
medium, or long term. Figure 3 identifies some outcomes 

that can result from a public participation process.
Outcomes can be identified by comparing the goals 

of the public participation process with the final impact on 
a community. For example, if the goal is to create a design 
proposal for a site that meets the needs of a developer and 
a community, a successful outcome would be a design that 
is acceptable to developers and the community members. 
Impact of the outcomes will vary depending on the scale: 
for private site-based projects, the outcome may be lim-
ited to the immediate surrounding neighborhoods, such 
as changes in density, placemaking, and mitigation of local 
conditions, such as protection from sea-level rise. Larger 
projects, such as infrastructure developments, may have 
wider-reaching implications, such as impacts to local traffic 
patterns, increased utility demands, and access to resources, 
such as green space.

FEMA Whole Community Approach
Communities can be better prepared for hurricanes 
when community stakeholders are involved in plan-
ning processed (FEMA 2017). Promoted by FEMA, 
the Whole Community approach to emergency 
management is one engagement strategy that 
planners and communities can use to frame disaster 
planning processes and engage community stake-
holders. Whole Community principles include:

 ■ Understanding and meeting the actual needs of 
the whole community

 ■ Engaging and empowering all parts of the com-
munity

 ■ Strengthening what works well in communities 
(FEMA 2011)

There are several benefits of a Whole Community 
approach, including:

 ■ More informed, shared understanding of com-
munity risks, needs, and capabilities

 ■ Increase in resources through the empowerment 
of community members

 ■ More resilient communities (FEMA 2011)

Incorporating Whole Community concepts 
before a hurricane can aid in building relationships 
with the community and developing trust among 
stakeholders. 

http://planning.org
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visual preference and appraisal, and forums might include 
web-based engagement strategies. It is up to the project 
team to determine what strategies are most appropriate for 
their context. 

2.1 TYPES OF PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
The following is an overview of a variety of public partici-
pation methods that planners and others can use, though 
others may exist. 

Public participation methods should be adapted to match 
community needs and they should vary according to the 
context, projects, and desired outcomes. This section will 
discuss how suitable these approaches are, depending 
on various characteristics such as desired level of public 
participation. Methods in this section range from activities 
that require extensive periods of preparation to activities 
that can are quicker to implement. Many of these strategies 
can be used in conjunction with one another: workshops 
might incorporate games, design charrettes might include 

S E C T I O N  2:  M E T H O D S  F O R  P U B L I C  PA R T I C I PAT I O N

Activity Charrette

Purpose To identify solutions for the built environment (including the site-based development) using 
community and project information, such as potential local impacts, to identify alternative 
actions and reach a consensus on a preferred solution.

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Collaborate, Empower

Description A charrette is an intensive and collaborative design process that brings stakeholders together 
to develop a preferred alternative for a project. They can vary widely in implementation, 
depending on the project, context, outcome, resources, and subject. A full charrette can 
take up to seven days to complete. This type of activity requires facilitators, data on existing 
conditions, the help of experts who can incorporate design recommendations between 
sessions, and a committed group from the community. Charrettes can focus on topics such as 
site planning, policy, comprehensive planning processes, and economic development.

Audience Design charrettes can accommodate different amounts of people throughout the life of the 
activity. Charrettes should include (Lennertz and Lutzenhizer 2014):

 ■ Decision makers
 ■ Representatives impacted by project decisions
 ■ Key informants
 ■ Potential advocates for a project
 ■ Participants that can stop the project process

Additional Information Charrettes may also include other methods of public participation such as community 
visioning, walking audits, and community mapping. For more information on how to organize 
a charrette, see Appendix A: Design Charrette Supplementary Guide.

http://planning.org
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CASE EXAMPLE: Washington State’s Map your Neighborhood 
In 2011, the Washington State Emergency Management Division engaged in a community mapping activity called 
“Map your Neighborhood.” This project helped gather information on potential hazards, such as where natural 
gas and propane tanks were stored, as well as resident information, such as a list of residents who might need 
additional assistance in case of an emergency. A similar approach can be used in areas impacted by hurricanes—
residents can provide information about existing community hazards and identify conditions that may benefit 
from planning interventions before a hurricane. 

Activity Community Action Planning

Purpose To identify problems and empower stakeholders to identify solutions for community challenges. 

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Collaborate, Empower

Description In community action planning, participants work together to identify challenges and implement 
actions. They first prioritize the challenges, discuss alternatives, identify implementation steps, 
and then monitor changes after the action has been taken. Action planning can take several 
days, with some activities lasting up to five days. This method can present some roadblocks, 
depending on the political conditions and budgetary considerations of the municipality; 
however, it may be fitting for communities that require problem identification.

Audience Participants in this activity include community representatives and technical advisors from 
municipal departments, such as housing and health. This activity is well-suited for a limited 
number of stakeholder representatives.

Additional Information For more information about how to conduct a community action planning process, click here.

Activity Community Mapping

Purpose To identify how community members interpret places around them. 

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Consult, although it can be used to involve and collaborate.

Description A community mapping activity can provide communitiy details that may not be captured 
through other strategies. It can be useful, for instance, to understand factors such as perceived 
levels of safety, inclusion in public spaces, opportunities for increased community services, and 
even environmental justice considerations. This technique focuses on spatial aspects of the 
community and requires supporting materials to capture the information, such as printed maps. 
Community mapping activity can be done in person at kiosks and community-wide events 
or through online activities. A community mapping activity can be a component of other 
methods, like a charrette. 

Audience Participants in the activity include community members and technical advisors to assist with 
mapping and spatial analysis. In addition, elected officials and representatives from local 
services and facilities should also participate.

Additional Information For more information about community mapping, click here.

http://planning.org
http://web.mit.edu/urbanupgrading/upgrading/issues-tools/tools/Micro-Planning.html
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Community Mapping in Hurricane-Affected Areas
In hurricane-affected areas, community mapping can reveal patterns based on visually illustrated data including 
demographic information, infrastructure locations, public transportation needs, and community resources, such 
as meeting spaces (FEMA 2011). Communities can also gather information on recovery goals and assets, such as 
partnerships and resources, that can help a community recovery after a hurricane (FEMA 2017). It is critical that a 
cross section of stakeholders within the organization are fully engaged in the data collection effort.

Existing data that identifies and maps community features can provide a baseline view of the community 
across various dimensions, characterizing what existed before the disaster and how it may change or has changed 
as a result of a hurricane. This information is important for scenario planning, where planners can help a commu-
nity identify risks and vulnerabilities in the built environment in the case of hurricanes. 

Activity Forum

Purpose To create a space where stakeholders can exchange information with one another or with 
decision makers.

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Inform

Description This type of public participation activity provides an opportunity to bring in groups that can 
be challenging to reach through other public participation methods (Community Places 2014). 
Forums can be an opportunity for community members to learn more about a specific topic, 
or to collect feedback from stakeholders about changing community circumstances. They 
typically last no longer than a day but can be a recurring activity.

Audience Community members, stakeholder, decision makers.

Additional Information For more information on how to organize a forum, click here.

Activity Games

Purpose To create opportunities for stakeholders to learn from a simulated scenario and to identify 
opportunities to act.

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Inform, Consult

Description This type of public participation activity allows participants to simulate real-life circumstances 
and apply strategies to address community challenges. It can be used as part of other methods 
of public participation. Depending on the type of the game, participants may have to be 
divided into smaller groups for this activity. 

Audience Stakeholder, community members, decision makers

Additional Information For examples of a public participatory games focused on community flooding, click here.

http://planning.org
http://www.ca-ilg.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/2007_-_planning_public_forums_0.pdf
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 CASE EXAMPLE: Fairfax County, Virginia
Fairfax County, developed a tabletop activity to inform residents on strategies identified in a pre-disaster recov-
ery plan. The activity incorporated information highlighted as part of the pre-disaster recovery plan and included 
simulated experiences related to disaster recovery. The team organizing the activity collected feedback from the 
tabletop experience to identify areas for improvement for future updates to the plan. 

Activity Visioning

Purpose To identify where community members would see their community in the future.

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Involve, Collaborate, Empower

Description In this process, individual perspectives about the future of a community are compared 
to identify common themes and desired outcomes. Some processes focus on identifying 
preferred futures, or current trends shaping a community, or ongoing activities to support 
the preferred outcomes. Outcomes from this approach can include a vision statement and a 
plan that identifies goals and implementation strategies (Sanoff 2000; New Jersey Department 
of State, Office of Planning Advocacy n.d.). Visioning can take place in a variety of settings, 
including a workshop, or through mobile engagement strategies to capture information from 
stakeholders that may not typically engage in public participation activities.

Audience Community members, stakeholders.

Additional Information For an example of a community visioning process, click here.

Activity Strategic Planning

Purpose To identify actions that address current community conditions based on expected change. 

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Collaborate, Empower

Description In this process, community members can work together to evaluate information, identify 
alternative methods of action, and to understand how decisions made in the present can 
impact the future (Sanoff 2000). Strategic planning is forward-facing: it can be driven by a 
compelling condition, such as an opportunity or perceived risk, and less focused on historic 
trends. A strategic planning process can result in a set of steps for implementation, organized 
around a central condition, and can generate consensus among stakeholder groups. Strategic 
planning can be a recurring activity, with future iterations focusing on different issues and 
opportunities. 

Audience Community members, stakeholders, decision makers, experts. 

Additional Information For more information on how to organize a strategic planning event, click here.

http://planning.org
https://nj.gov/state/planning/assets/docs/pe-docs/pe-doc-community-visioning-standards.pdf
https://www.bookstore.ksre.ksu.edu/pubs/L830.pdf
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Activity Web-Based Engagement

Purpose To provide an option for remote engagement.

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Inform, Consult, Involve, Collaborate

Description Web-based engagement can supplement activities like community forums and strategic 
planning by collecting information through web-based applications. This technique is used 
to collect feedback from those stakeholders who are unable to participate in the in-person 
community engagement activities. However, it should be noted that web-based engagement 
may be a barrier to participation for stakeholders who may not have internet access, or who 
may not be as computer savvy as others.

Audience Community members, stakeholders, experts.

Additional Information For an example of web-based engagement, click here.

Activity Workshop

Purpose To engage stakeholders in a series of collaborative learning activities in a group setting.

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Inform, Consult, Involve, Collaborate, Empower

Description Workshops create a space to engage community members in a variety of techniques that 
support information exchange and collaboration. This activity requires expert facilitators, and a 
clear expression of the goals, challenges, and time limits of the project. A clear understanding 
of goals and time limits before the workshop could help the participants and the facilitators 
measure its impact.

Audience Community members, stakeholders.

Additional Information For an example of a workshop, click here.

Activity Visual Preference and Appraisal 

Purpose To gather information from stakeholders about their interpretation of a proposed change to 
the built environment.

Level of Engagement (see Figure 2, 
Spectrum of Public Participation)

Consult, Involve

Description In some projects, stakeholders can provide feedback on preferred options of projects that will 
impact their communities. Sample materials that can be used in this strategy include maps and 
renderings for site-specific changes. In many cases, project teams may propose design options 
of proposed developments or ideas for future community resources, such as wayfinding options 
or sites for community services. This method is distinct from community mapping: the visual 
preference and appraisal approach asks participants to review alternatives and select their 
preferred options, whereas community mapping can be used to gather information about 
existing conditions or desired community changes, instead of providing information about 
existing or desired community changes. This method can be conducted during in-person at 
activities like workshops, or they can be conducted remotely through community surveys.

Audience Community members, stakeholders

Additional Information For more information about visual preference surveys, click here.

http://planning.org
https://www.discoverdenver.co/places
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When there are overrepresented or underrepresented 
groups, planners can apply multiple strategies to encourage 
participation that is representative of the community. Plan-
ners have opportunities to mitigate potential barriers and 
improve public participation through the following public 
participation design considerations (Community Places 
2014; Herd 2019):

 ■ Conduct outreach activities to inform the public and 
engage community leaders in sharing information.

 ■ Engage with community leaders to identify opportuni-
ties to connect with variety of groups.

 ■ Use techniques and engagement methods that provide 
options for various community groups to participate.

 ■ Develop an understanding of community issues that may 
arise during a public participation activity.

 ■ Identify locations and accessible venues that are welcom-
ing to all groups.

 ■ Adapt the number and type of engagement events to 
increase appeal of public participation.

 ■ Use interpreters and signers to ensure that community 
members can receive and share information.

Diverse participation can be addressed before starting 
an engagement activity and throughout a public partici-
pation campaign. Creating a public participation plan that 
focuses on inclusive and authentic participation can encour-
age representative community participation. See Section 1 
for more information on public participation plan. 

Table 1 summarizes key considerations when selecting 
a strategy for participation.   

2.2.1 HYPOTHETICAL SCENARIO
A community in a hurricane-affected area receives funding 
to create a neighborhood plan that is based on community 
values, addresses equitable access, and identifies climate 
resilience and adaptation solutions. A planning team 
proposes the following public participation strategies to 
complete the project. 

 ■ Community forum. The team decides to host a com-
munity forum to inform the community about the new 
neighborhood plan. The team also decides that they 
will consult the public by requesting input on areas that 
are of most interest to community members. The team 
selects this strategy because they would like to reach a 
diverse group of community members. 

2.2 SELECTING AND IMPLEMENTING A 
PUBLIC PARTICIPATION APPROACH
Selecting a public participation approach depends on:

 ■ The desired level of public participation 
 ■ Project phase
 ■ Project restrictions, such as budgets and timelines
 ■ Project requirements, such as state or federal require-

ments for public participation
 ■ Partnerships with community organizations
 ■ Previous community experience with public participation
 ■ Cultural preferences for community engagement
 ■ Available resources to commit to public participation 

through the project planning phase 

Community groups that represent diverse community 
members (especially community-based organizations) can 
also help to identify methods or techniques that may lead 
to the most inclusive public participation process. Oppor-
tunities to engage should be provided to all community 
members, including those that have been historically 
left out of decision-making processes. Barrier to inclusive 
engagement may include (Community Places 2014):

 ■ The capacity and ability of different stakeholders to par-
ticipate: Community members may encounter different 
conditions that make public participation challenging, 
such as accessibility and scheduling constraints. 

 ■ Reaching groups, such as young people, minority groups, 
and historically underrepresented groups: Groups can 
respond differently to information in different formats. 

 ■ Varying access to community infrastructure: Some 
participants may encounter challenges, like access to 
transportation options, that can limit their involvement in 
public participation processes. 

 ■ Contested or divided communities: Projects may touch 
on “hot-button” issues that have been points of conflict, 
which can impede efforts to build consensus and has the 
potential to alienate some participants. 

 ■ Rural isolation: Some community groups may be impacted 
by a project but may face challenges taking part in public 
participation because locations may not be convenient. 

 ■ Gaps in information: Participants may have different 
levels of information, which can influence informed deci-
sion-making and participation. 

 ■ Literacy/numeracy levels and dominance of oral culture: 
Community groups may have preferences in how they 
receive information.

http://planning.org
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 ■ Community visioning. The team takes feedback received 
during the community forum to identify potential  
topics for conversation during a community visioning 
activity. Participants develop a vision statement and 
desired outcomes. 

 ■ Workshops. From a visioning process, the team identi-
fies that the desired outcome is to encourage rebuilding 
in areas that are more protected from risk and provide 
benefits to all members of a community. The team uses 
a series of workshops to get feedback on identified 
solutions and identify shortcomings. Community mem-
bers use community mapping and strategic planning to 
identify current conditions and potential solutions.

 ■ Web-based engagement. After the plan is put together, 

CASE EXAMPLE: Public Participation Plan of 
the Memphis, Tennessee, Urban Area
The Memphis Urban Area Metropolitan Planning 
Organization created a Public Participation Plan to 
identify strategies to bring in public perspectives 
for a variety of projects and programs. The plan 
includes a variety of methods for public partici-
pation, including facilitated workshops, display 
booths, and guided tours.

Strategy Level of Involvement Resources Participants

Charrette Collaborate Resource intensive—lead time needed to 
promote activity, expertise, space, community 
data, time from participants (4 to 7 days)

Design team, community 
stakeholders, decision makers

Community Action 
Planning

Collaborate, Empower Support from different municipal actors, 
community involvement

Representatives from government 
agencies, community members

Community 
Mapping

Consult, Involve, 
Collaborate

Community data, visual information, such as 
maps.

Community members, 
stakeholders

Forum Inform Not resource intensive—can make use of 
existing structure, such as community spaces

Community members, decision 
makers, stakeholders

Games Inform, Consult Requires community space, multiple copies of 
game materials, and facilitators

Community members, decision 
makers, stakeholders

Strategic Planning Collaborate, Empower Requires appropriate timing, community 
support

Community members, decision 
makers, stakeholders

Visioning Involve, Collaborate, 
Empower

Flexible needs. Requires information about 
existing conditions and method to record 
input provided by participants

Community members, 
stakeholders

Visual Preference 
and Appraisal

Consult, Involve Prepared materials (renderings, maps) for 
appraisal, method to record participant input

Community members, 
stakeholders

Web-Based 
Engagement

Inform, Consult, Involve, 
Collaborate

Identify appropriate outlets (websites, social 
media sites, surveys, etc.), marketing

Community members, 
stakeholders

Workshops Inform, Consult, Involve, 
Collaborate, Empower

Depends on length of workshop and activities 
performed during workshop

Community members, experts, 
decision makers, stakeholders

Table 1 This table compares various public participation strategies based on the standard level of involvement, scale, resources for 
implementation, and participants.

the team uses web-based engagement to receive feed-
back on the draft version of a plan.

http://planning.org
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Public participation can vary just as much as the 
communities that make use of them. Effective public par-
ticipation creates an opportunity to involve stakeholders in 
processes that can be more successful with their input. Rep-
resentation in these activities can help build trust between 
community members and government agencies, which can 
lead to additional engagement in future activities. Public 
participation acknowledges that community members are 
experts in the spaces they call home. When combined with 
opportunities to implement community changes, public 
participation can result in stakeholder consensus, greater 
community support, and solutions that consider diverse 
community perspectives. 

 

 ■ Forum. Once the plan is adopted, the team hosts a forum 
to inform the public and to celebrate the final product. 

Conclusion
Public participation provides benefits to communities, partic-
ularly in hurricane-affected areas. Planners may be brought in 
public participation processes to serve as experts or as facili-
tators. When serving as a facilitator, planners can implement 
a broad range of strategies to encourage community mem-
bers to share their perspective on proposed changes in their 
communities. Public participation methods, such as commu-
nity mapping and workshops, can engage stakeholders at 
various level of public participation, ranging from informing 
to collaborating. Depending on project scale, planners have 
opportunities to apply a variety of methods and find an 
approach that works best for the community. 

http://planning.org
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”A design charrette is a time-limited, multiparty design event organized to generate a 
collaboratively produced plan for a sustainable community.” (Condon 2008)
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ideas for an implementable design that is based on 
existing conditions. They can also promote trust among 
community members, and result in creative solutions 
that have community support (Lennertz and  
Lutzenhiser 2014). 

Purpose
The purpose of this supplementary guide is to assist plan-
ners with conducting a design charrette in disaster-affected 
areas. The guide provides planners with an overview of the 
design charrette process and how it can be used as one 
method to promote public participation during the plan-
ning and redevelopment processes. It is a supplementary 
guide to the public participation guide.

INTRODUCTION
Public participation is a process rather than a single event. 
It consists of a series of activities and actions over the full 
lifespan of a project or a plan to inform the public and 
obtain their input (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
2014). A public participation plan (PPP) can be developed in 
a disaster-affected area to inform and engage the public in 
recovery and rebuilding process.

Design charrettes are often included in public par-
ticipation plans. They create an opportunity to address 
physical design challenges and to identify solutions 
collaboratively (Herd 2019). Charrettes can be used as a 
conflict resolution and consensus building tool, and they 
include engagement from key stakeholders to develop 

A charrette is a public participation method that uses stakeholder input and design strategies to create consensus, 
identify solutions for a project, and develop a sense of ownership over a planning process. The term originates from 
the French word for “small cart.” Such carts were used in Paris by l’École des Beaux-Arts to collect architecture proj-
ects. Students would work on their projects as they traveled to school, illustrating an intense and collaborative work 
period that shares similarities with the current day public participation method (Lindsey et al. 2003).

Activity Charrette

Purpose To identify solutions for the built environment (including the site-based development) using community and 
project information, such as potential local impacts, to identify alternative actions and reach a consensus on a 
preferred solution.

Level of 
Engagement 

It can range from empowering participants to collaborating with them for identifying solutions.

Description A charrette is an intensive and collaborative design process that brings stakeholders together to develop a 
preferred alternative for a project. They can vary widely in implementation, depending on the project, context, 
outcome, resources, and subject. A full charrette can take up to seven days to complete. This type of activity 
requires facilitators, data on existing conditions, the help of experts who can incorporate design recommendations 
between sessions, and a committed group from the community. Charrettes can focus on topics such as site 
planning, policy, comprehensive planning processes, and economic development.

Audience Design charrettes can accommodate different amounts of people throughout the life of the activity. Charrettes 
should include (Lennertz and Lutzenhizer 2014):

 ■ Decision makers
 ■ Community groups historically left out of decision-making processes
 ■ Representatives impacted by project decisions
 ■ Key informants
 ■ Potential advocates for a project
 ■ Participants that can stop the project process

Additional 
Information

Charrettes may also include other methods of public participation such as community visioning, walking audits, 
and community mapping. 
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 ■ generate large design challenges
 ■ will result in implementation

The charrette process (based on the NCI Charrette 
System) typically follows a three-phase framework: 1) prepa-
ration, 2) charrette, and 3) implementation (Figure 1). 

There are many ways of conducting a charrette. 
This guide focuses on a combination of approaches rec-
ommended by the National Charrette Institute, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, and others. 

Preparation: Before a Design Charrette
Organizing a charrette requires preparation. Many of the 
steps outlined in this section can happen simultaneously or 
may have been completed for previous public participation 
processes. The pre-design charrette preparation involves:

 ■ project assessment and organization
 ■ stakeholder research and involvement
 ■ base data research and analysis
 ■ determining charrette logistics. 

This phase can take between one and nine months and 
depends on the amount of time needed to assemble data to 
inform charrette activities and to connect with stakeholders.

Step 1. Project assessment and organization. The 
first phase of the charrette process includes several activ-
ities related to process design and information gathering. 
Important components of this process include (National 
Charrette Institute (NCI) n.d., U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency n.d., Todd and Lindsey 2016):

 ■ identify goals for the public participation process
 ■ assemble leadership team that will work with facilitators 

to organize a charrette.
 ■ host charrette preparation meetings to define project 

DESIGN CHARRETTE PROCESS
Although the charrette process emerged from the urban 
design and architecture disciplines, and its historical appli-
cation has been for design problems related to the built 
environment, it is highly adaptable because it is process-ori-
ented. Many issues that are not necessarily considered 
design related can be addressed from a design thinking 
lens. Planners are finding charrettes to be increasingly 
relevant for addressing policy challenges and resolving 
contentious issues within communities. The process is the 
same, but engagement activities during a charrette are 
adapted to align with the purpose and outputs of the proj-
ect. Charrettes are a great way of bringing together experts 
and community members to identify preferred community 
solutions, and they can generate support from the commu-
nity to implement a solution together. 

After a disaster, there is a surge in development and 
redevelopment projects, and design charrettes are useful 
for such projects. The design charrettes bring community 
members, stakeholders, and decision makers together to 
work with a design team to consider alternatives and iden-
tify solutions. They offer an opportunity to collaborate on 
designing and developing solutions to pressing community 
needs. Site-specific projects can involve both policy and 
regulatory components, such as determining a need for 
zoning variances and site-specific zoning map amendments 
(Herd 2019). Further, charrettes are community-building 
events and are especially helpful to build social support 
post-disaster.

A project may be suitable for a design charrette in cases 
where projects (Lennertz and Lutzenhiser 2014):

 ■ have significant community impacts and make use of 
public and private funds 

 ■ are in communities where groups have different per-
spectives about solutions and may benefit from reaching 
consensus

1 2 3

Preparation

1-9 months 2-4 months

Charrette Implementation

Figure 1. Charrette Three-Phase Framework (NCI n.d.)
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depending on their relationship the project (Lennertz and 
Lutzenhiser 2014). This will influence how they contribute 
during the design process—primary stakeholders may be 
invited to all meetings, while general stakeholders may par-
ticipate in public activities, like informational workshops and 
plan presentation meetings.

Design charrettes require various participants serving 
in different roles. A sponsor is an entity that starts and 
supports a design charrette. Experts, or specialists, are 
professionals who can help participants connect ideas to 
information and are responsible for creating the final prod-
ucts. Participants are stakeholders who bring community 
knowledge, including values and preferences, to the design 
charrette process. These stakeholders and their responsibili-
ties are outlined in Table 1. 

A leadership team should be formed first to assess 
and organize a project and may include experts and par-
ticipants. A sponsor organization may have an idea of who 
would need to be involved in this part of the process. The 
leadership team should:

 ■ Gather and analyze site and community information in 
preparation for participant review. 

 ■ Work before a design charrette to help determine goals 
and outcomes.

 ■ Lead the sponsor group and the charrette participants 
through the charrette process from beginning to end.

 ■ Produce the final plan and ensure successful implemen-
tation.

A facilitator plays a key role in organizing stakeholders 
and may begin working on stakeholder involvement in the 
preparation phase. According to Herd (2019), a facilitator’s 
role is centered on:

 ■ designing the overall agenda and process of organizing 
the participants, materials, and space

 ■ providing introductions and reviews at each phase of the 
charrette process

 ■ providing oversight as the process unfolds to make sure 
all participants are fulfilling their roles and making progress 

A sponsor team is responsible for guiding the char-
rette process to completion. The sponsor group and the 
leadership team will play important roles in coordinating 
and identifying stakeholders for the charrette. For the 
charrette process to be successful, broad community 
involvement is necessary as stakeholders are involved in the 

participant roles, ground rules, and responsibilities (EPA 
n.d.).

 ■ create guiding materials, including a plan that identifies 
implementation steps and timeframes for completing 
tasks. 

 ■ Identify factors that impact design and data needs, such 
as environmental conditions and community informa-
tion.

 ■ Generate the decision-making framework, which can 
specify what criteria must be met to signify that the team 
has made a decision.

 ■ Discuss logistics information, such as available resources 
and project budget. 

The activities conducted during a charrette should 
be recorded as part of a charrette schedule. This schedule 
can include information on different activities, participants, 
time, duration, and comments (Condon 2008). These 
components help identify resource needs and encourage 
responsible time keeping.

Step 2. Identify stakeholders and their roles. A 
preliminary stakeholder analysis can be conducted to make 
a quick assessment of who should be included in a char-
rette process. In circumstances where stakeholders may not 
be willing or able to participate in a design charrette, it may 
be helpful to contact stakeholder groups before organizing 
a design charrette to know more about the factors that 
are preventing them from participating in the charrette. 
Based on the discussion and responses, the leadership team 
should focus on mitigating those factors. 

A stakeholder analysis includes recording information 
about participants that will be affected by a project, or who 
may be able to influence a project. The leadership team 
can identify specific persons or affiliations, their respective 
viewpoints, potential contributions to the charrette process, 
and participation in charrette activities. Once stakeholders 
are identified, they can be categorized as primary stake-
holders, secondary stakeholders, and general stakeholders, 

According to NCI, stakeholders are “anyone who can 
approve, provide valuable information, promote or 
block the project, as well as anyone directly affected 
by the outcomes of the project”(NCI n.d.).
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 ■ attending neighborhood meetings, engaging churches 
and organized groups

 ■ arranging one-on-one meetings with key stakeholders 
and community leaders

 ■ engaging through mailings, phone calls, and e-mails
 ■ sharing written information, such as handbills and signs
 ■ updating web-based outreach, including social 

media outreach and website updates, and newsletter 
announcements (Lennertz et al. 2008)

Participants who are aware in advance can have more 
time to prepare for participation. Frequent contact and 
follow-up with potential participants are crucial to building 
relationships with community members. Facilitators should 
also consider what voices are traditionally underrepresented in 
decision-making processes and identify strategies to reach out 
to them. Further, attempts should be made to engage more 
youth directly in the planning process (Herd 2019). It may be 
helpful to consider if there are stakeholder missing from the 
conversation throughout this process—inclusive processes 
can make sure that a project receives community support. 

design process through a series of short feedback loops or 
meetings. Stakeholders can be made aware of the different 
roles, the degree of commitment required by each partic-
ipant, and when they will be needed during a charrette. 
Some of these participants may be invited to serve in differ-
ent roles and not all participants or resource team members 
will be needed during the full length of the charrette.

A group of interdisciplinary specialists provides 
expertise in design, development, and facilitation, provides 
feedback to participants, and captures ideas during the 
charrette. This group can also be called a “specialist team” or 
a “resource team.” They gather and analyze relevant informa-
tion, work with community members to identify ideas, and 
ensure successful implementation of the of the project. 

Step 3. Invite charrette participants. Facilitators can 
use multiple outreach methods to encourage diverse and 
representative participation in the charrette. This step sig-
nificantly impacts who is present during a design charrette 
process. It can be time consuming, so begin outreach as 
early as possible in the process. Considering inviting com-
munity members by: 

Stakeholders May include

Sponsor local government(s), regional and state agencies, federal agencies, such as the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency and the Federal Emergency Management Agency.

Experts  ■ planners, urban designers
 ■ landscape architects
 ■ environmental health professionals
 ■ public health officials
 ■ economists
 ■ ecologists
 ■ engineers

 ■ historians
 ■ local policy experts
 ■ real estate specialists
 ■ geovisualization experts
 ■ emergency managers and recovery managers (in 

areas recovering from a storm)
 ■ facilitators

Charrette 
participants

 ■ local government agency staff and elected officials
 ■ community residents (from adjacent to the site and 

across the community)
 ■ minority and ethnic groups
 ■ site owners
 ■ neighborhood associations
 ■ news media
 ■ business owners
 ■ community historians
 ■ realtors and financial institutions
 ■ indigenous peoples

 ■ faith-based organizations
 ■ local civic organizations
 ■ local organizers
 ■ trade, industrial, agricultural, and labor organizations
 ■ environmental and environmental justice groups
 ■ public health, scientific, and professional represen-

tatives and societies
 ■ research, university, education and governmental 

organizations and associations
 ■ nonprofit community-based organizations
 ■ public involvement practitioners

Table 1. This table includes stakeholder groups, recommendations on who may fit into those groups, and their responsibilities. Adapted 
from EPA (n.d., p. 9) and Lennertz and Lutzenhizer (2014)
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 ■ site history information
 ■ local land-use regulations and community initiatives
 ■ infrastructure and access
 ■ regional land-use trends
 ■ previous land uses that may impact environmental health 

(EPA n.d.)

The type of information and level of detail required 
varies with each project. The base data that goes into the 
charrette process includes: 

 ■ the results from any public interactions or engagements
 ■ any preexisting plans, reports, or studies (Madill et al. 

2018) 
 ■ any pertinent data for the site, transportation, market, 

social/cultural, economic, regulatory, public health, envi-
ronment, and urban design

Project data and information should be distilled into 
key themes and findings, which can help participants 
incorporate relevant conditions during the design char-
rette.  Materials must be easily understood, compelling, and 
contain visually pleasing graphics to present to stakeholders. 
It is important that the charrette resource team provides 
high-quality, legitimate information that serves as a founda-
tion for meaningful participation (EPA 2014). 

Experts can help with identifying information. Table 
2 identifies activities to help gather information before a 
design charrette. Facilitators can select ways of represent-
ing this information, ranging from preceding informational 
workshops to presentations and printouts on the day of  
the charrette.

Information-Gathering Activities

 ■ Conducting interviews in the community, with project par-
ticipants and state agency and local government staff

 ■ Visiting the site, its adjacent surroundings, and the larger 
community

 ■ Gathering, mapping, and analyzing site and community 
information

 ■ Identifying key future land-use considerations, including 
opportunities and challenges

Table 2. Before a charrette, a team can gather information that 
will help participants generate project alternatives (Adapted from 
EPA n.d., p. 11)

Charrettes are typically between 30 and 60 people but 
can reach up to 200 participants (Condon 2008). This num-
ber can be informed by who is relevant to include during 
the process, space availability, and experts who can help 
facilitate conversations. 

Step 4. Goal setting and outcomes. Determine the 
desired project goals and outcomes. For instance, the proj-
ect goals for design charrettes can be:

 ■ gathering adequate information to inform project deci-
sion making 

 ■ outlining site reuse challenges, opportunities, and key 
considerations 

 ■ formulating an effective long-term site reuse/recovery 
strategy 

 ■ identifying resources and organizations that can help 
foster a site’s reuse/recovery (EPA n.d.).

Goals and outcomes can be revisited and updated 
throughout the charrette process as participants learn more 
about proposed changes and discuss values that will inform 
a project. A project’s specific context should determine 
the participation needs and methods of input needed for 
conducting the charrette. 

Step 5. Gather and analyze data. Information 
gathering and feasibility studies ensure that charrette 
participants can make recommendations based on current 
conditions. This is usually comprised of extensive gathering, 
studying, and analyzing the existing conditions of a site 
including: 

 ■ physical characteristics, such as flooding and stormwater 
information

 ■ adjacent land uses

Working with Diverse Groups 
A facilitator should respect each participant’s role 
as a stakeholder, work to mitigate any language or 
cultural barriers, make concerted efforts to ensure 
the ability of all participants to engage fully in the 
process, and show appreciation of all participants’ 
involvement (e.g., provide interpreters, if necessary) 
(Herd 2019).
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For example, the community members can be invited to 
public meetings and open houses, while the expert team 
may consist of a small group of professionals synthesizing 
information for the charrette participants. 

Design charrettes provide an opportunity to consult 
the public (receive information about preferences), involve 
participants (consider values and concerns in final decision), 
collaborate to create a solution (identifying solutions during 
the decision-making process), or empower participants 
to make a decision (specify that identified solution will be 
implemented) (International Association for Public Participa-
tion 2018). The phases below focus on creating plans. Plans 
can vary in scale, ranging from site plans to regional plans. 

According to NCI Charrette System, the charrette should 
involve multiple phases. These phases can take place over 
several days. They include:

 ■ Public meeting and community vision (Day 1)
 ❍ Community members learn about project details
 ❍ They break out into small groups to discuss their 

vision of the community. This small group activity 
is typically facilitated by a team of experts with a 
design background who can help the members 
think from a design perspective. These ideas are 
later shared with the larger group. 

 ■ Alternative concepts development and feedback 
loop #1 (Day 2)

 ❍ The expert team then works to create a series of 
alternative plans based on input collected during 
the community visioning phase. 

 ❍ The team meets with key stakeholders and devel-
ops concept alternatives.

 ■ Preferred plan synthesis and feedback loop #2 
(Day 3)

 ❍ In the next meeting, usually a public meeting or 
open house, participants review the alternatives 
and give their feedback. The expert team leads 
them through a series of questions intended to 
identify unresolved issues. 

 ❍ After the first round of review, the expert team 
synthesizes the input to narrow the number of 
alternatives and creates detailed plans for those 
alternatives. Doing so moves them closer to a 
consensus vision and preferred plan. 

 ■ Plan development and feedback loop #3  
(Day 3 and 4)

 ❍ In the next meeting, charrette participants provide 
their feedback on the detailed plans, identify 

Step 6. Secure Materials and Location. Before the 
charrette, ensure that the team has the materials necessary 
to conduct a charrette. They include:

 ■ Audi- visual materials, lighting, extra batteries
 ■ Location-specific materials, such as signs, seating, work-

stations
 ■ Charrette supplies, including packets of information and 

participation materials, printed maps, paper, drawing 
supplies

A leadership team can check a charrette venue in 
advance to ensure that all components are in working order. 
This includes making sure the site is accessible and wel-
coming, arranging stations for breakout sessions and larger 
group meetings, and coordinating with people who control 
the site to make sure that the space will be available at the 
times specified in a charrette agenda.

Event: During a Design Charrette
The charrette itself is the central design event that results 
in a preferred solution, developed by stakeholders and 
connected to implementation. “Feedback loops” or cycles 
of community input between experts and stakeholders 
are a key component of the charrette process. A charrette 
should last a minimum of four days but can be longer (Len-
nertz and Lutzenhiser 2014). The charrette process involves 
multiple groups, including community members, a design/
expert team (including facilitator), and a leadership team. 
During the process, different participants may be needed. 

Considerations for Hurricane-Affected Areas 
Hurricane-affected areas can include additional 
information to encourage safer community devel-
opment and avoid exposure to environmental 
contaminants. Involving public health and environ-
mental health experts in the conversation can bring 
greater awareness about the connection between 
the built environment and community health.

Additional pieces of information include:

 ■ Structural impacts from previous hurricanes
 ■ Infrastructure that may be at higher risk
 ■ Model projections on how future hurricanes can 

impact the environment

http://planning.org


A Guide to Public Par ticipation in Hurr icane Affected Areas

planning.org | American Planning Association
32

On the day of the activity:

 ■ Ensure that the meeting area is clearly marked with way-
finding signs.

 ■ Position volunteers to welcome and guide participants.
 ■ Check that the space is ready with materials and is 

welcoming (appropriate temperature, light music, snacks 
and beverages are available, name tags, and programs/
informational packets)

 ■ At the start of the activity (Herd 2019; NCI n.d.):
 ■ Have someone start the meeting. This can be a member 

of the sponsor team or a community leader/representa-
tive.

 ■ Introduce sponsors, experts, and present stakeholders. 
Discuss the roles that each group will play during the 
design charrette process.

 ■ Explain goals, expected level of participation, and poten-
tial outcomes.

 ■ Provide overview of the plan for the day, highlighting 
activities, and identifying working spaces.

 ■ Discuss data briefly. Introduce materials that can shape 
decision making during the charrette.

 ■ Identify rules for participation. Ground rules ensure that 
participants are engaging in a way that is respectful, 
keeps conversations centered on the task at hand, and 
is oriented toward meeting objectives for the meeting 
(Herd 2019, p. 7). They include:

 ❍ Only one person speaks at a time. 
 ❍ Be courteous and respectful towards one another.
 ❍ Make decisions by consensus.
 ❍ Everyone is encouraged to participate.
 ❍ Share brief comments.

Once the charrette process has been introduced, the 
initial activities focus on education and orientation for char-
rette participants. 

 ■ Provide information and orient charrette participants. 
This can include a site visit, more in-depth conversations 
about the site and surrounding spaces, or a brief presen-
tation on existing site conditions.

 ■ Restate goals for project and expectations for partici-
pants to help everyone understand their role in shaping 
the project. 

At all points of the design charrette, facilitators should 
follow the three pillars of successful participation (Herd 2019):

preferences, and present criticisms. They are wel-
comed to provide feedback using a rating system 
to compare the alternatives against the project 
objectives and public vision. The best features 
from each option are merged into a new solution. 

 ❍ Equipped with the information and input from the 
public open house, the design team moves for-
ward to draft the final, preferred design in detail.

 ❍ The team analyzes the project’s performance and 
creates implementation strategies.

 ■ Production, public presentation, and review  
(Day 4 and 5)

 ❍ The design/expert team further refines and 
narrows the feedback into a final plan and set of 
implementation documents using all community 
input. 

 ❍ Project participants review the framework and 
presentation materials.

 ❍ On the final charrette meeting with stakeholders, 
the design team presents all elements of the proj-
ects for public confirmation. 

 ❍ The expert team also develops a project imple-
mentation strategy that discusses key next steps 
and highlights parties’ roles and responsibilities 
during plan implementation.

These steps can be condensed into back-to-back 
sessions or they may be spread out to allow for time to 
generate plans. Even though it may not be ideal, these steps 
can be compressed to shorten the charrette process. This 
decision should be made by the leadership team, in coordi-
nation with facilitators and designers, and would depend on 
factors such as urgency, resources, and community willing-
ness. A project with greater complexity will require more 
time to address challenges (Lennertz and Lutzenhiser 2014); 
however, simpler projects may be able to complete the 
three feedback loops within four days. 

A charrette process benefits from having multiple feed-
back loops where stakeholders can share their opinions and 
preferences with the expert team. During the kick-off meet-
ing, the leadership team works with project participants to 
review the goals and components of the charrette process. 
Participants should be informed of their roles and responsi-
bilities and be introduced to the resource team. Explaining 
the charrette objectives and providing transparency about 
the level of participation (allowed by the process) will help 
avoid confusion later in the process (Herd 2019). Several 
aspects should be considered on the day of the charrette.
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Once charrette participants have been informed of 
the design problem, discussed the existing site conditions, 
and oriented towards addressing the project goals, activi-
ties should focus on the development of alternatives. The 
leadership team and the expert team can address any infor-
mation gaps and conduct fact-checking as needed when 
the alternatives are being drafted. Activities can include 
SWOT analysis, asset mapping, and dot voting (Herd 2019).

Wrap Up. The charrette culminates with a final presen-
tation to the community, which connects the momentum 
developed during the charrette process to build and main-
tain long-term support for the project. During this process, 
facilitators can:

 ■ Discuss the work completed over the entire charrette 
process. 

 ■ Explain next steps, such as decision-making processes 
and implementation plans. 

 ■ Collect feedback on the overall organization of the 
charrette including the agenda, quality of experts and 
facilitators, and space before participants leave the char-
rette space. 

 ■ Provide information on how participants may be 
engaged after the charrette is completed. 

 ■ Highlight how stakeholder input will lead to community 
changes. 

 ■ Celebrate community accomplishment.

Implementation: After a Design Charrette. 
The momentum following the charrette should be used 
for plan adoption and implementation to ensure continued 
support from the community members. It involves project 
status communications, product refinement, and public 
presentation and product finalization. This phase lasts two to 
four months.

Follow up and next steps. Post-charrette planning 
requires continued participant engagement as well as 
gathering and compiling feedback once the design char-
rette process is complete. It is important to note that work 
on the project continues after the charrette is completed. 
The final phase of the charrette process, plan adoption and 
implementation, involves document refinement and further 
feedback, which occur through stakeholder discussions and 
follow-up meetings after the charrette. This allows everyone 
to check in on the refined charrette plan and to allow for 
multiple feedback loops. A charrette process can reduce 

1. Gain and maintain the trust of the participants.
2. Remain neutral on substantive and procedural aspects of 
the discussion.
3. Always show respect to all participants.

Using data. In the charrette process, visualizations play 
an important role in the formulation and communication of 
design concepts. Various types of visualizations, including 
sketches, renderings, maps, and photos, are used to present 
architectural designs and planning scenarios. Visualizations 
can create awareness about important site conditions and 
provide a valuable insight into places/spaces and people’s 
interaction with them. Data and graphics can help a char-
rette team: 

 ■ Understand the Community. Complete a thorough 
inventory and assessment of the physical, social, and eco-
nomic aspects of the community. Maps, photos (historic 
and current), graphs/charts of demographic information, 
and other data serve as a basis for decision making. Con-
text is critical, so if necessary, the data should focus on 
the geographic area beyond the neighborhood in which 
the project is located.

 ■ Visualization & Visioning. Drawings and pictures are 
some of the best tools for accurately depicting what is 
intended or expected. Words alone generate a different 
mental image for each person, but pictures are seldom 
misunderstood. Visualizations can help a community 
understand values and priorities shared by other partic-
ipants. For example, after a visioning session, the design 
team can summarize information using presentations, 
word clouds, or other charts or graphics to represent 
contributions. (EPA n.d.).

The final graphics presented during a charrette should 
include before-and-after visualizations, an illustrative plan 
depicting area where growth and change are anticipated, as 
well as diagrams and illustrations to convey key concepts. 

Charrette Activities. Charrette activities combine 
intensive and collaborative working sessions with public 
workshops, site visits, and feedback collection. Activi-
ties conducted during the charrette should be carefully 
designed and selected because they determine the level 
of engagement and the type of feedback that is received 
from the participants. Facilitators can focus on interactive 
activities that engage participants in multiple ways, allow for 
various perspectives, and elicit feedback (Thompson 2017).
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data is available and correct to avoid critical design flaws 
(Madill et al. 2018).

CHARRETTE CONSIDERATIONS IN 
HURRICANE-AFFECTED AREAS
There are several considerations planners should be aware 
of when including the design charrette process in the public 
participation plan for recovery planning efforts. One con-
sideration is determining if a community is charrette-ready, 
or ready to engage stakeholders, share data, and host a 
meeting in a space that can accommodate participants and 
charrette activities (Madill et al. 2018). The community may 
be ready for a charrette if there is enough time for prepara-
tion and access to the right resources, including: 

 ■ People. Participants should be informed of the process 
and be willing to participate. Experts should be available 
to help apply design ideas. 

 ■ Data. Data is a key component of creating imple-
mentable plans. It may take time to gather information, 
including site details and environmental conditions, as 
well as the expertise to package the data in a format that 
is user-friendly. Experts should be contacted to iden-
tify what materials are needed for them to successfully 
engage in the design process.

 ■ Place. Selecting a location is critical to ensure com-
munity-wide engagement. Additionally, taking stock 
of needed resources, such as materials to generate 
plans and components like catering and transportation 
options, will help determine the type of budget neces-
sary and if additional resources are needed.

In addition to assessing whether a community is ready 
for the design charrette process, it is necessary to also take 
into consideration the public participation challenges that 
may arise when implementing charrette activities. Issues 
like a lack of trust, histories of exclusion, divided opinions, 
siloed experts, and meeting fatigue can be addressed by 
engaging in a charrette process that seeks to find solutions 
generated by stakeholders (Madill et. al 2018). Planners have 
opportunities to help overcome these challenges by plan-
ning a design charrette approach that is inclusive, respectful, 
and aims to implement solutions generated by charrette 
participants.

In hurricane-affected areas charrettes can help move 
recovery forward in an expedited manner. Collaborative 
processes like these are effective tools that can be used 

implementation challenges by avoiding poor post-charrette 
communication with stakeholders, ensuring that a project 
is implemented in a timely fashion (i.e., close to the timeline 
presented to participants), engaging stakeholders early in 
the process to avoid opposition from people who were not 
properly involved, and working with experts to ensure that 

General considerations for developing implemen-
tation plans in areas with environmental concerns 
(EPA n.d.):

 ■ Create a timeline that identifies charrette activ-
ities and timeframes for various stakeholders 
(local government agencies, developer, commu-
nity members, sponsors, etc.).

 ■ Identify opportunities to create systems, such as 
institutional controls and site decision-making 
process, to ensure parties follow decisions. 

 ■ In cases of environmental hazards, coordinate 
with government agencies to identify how to 
support environmental health and adequate site 
protection over the long-term. 

 ■ Work with community members to discuss site 
liability and to address concerns.

 ■ Apply planning interventions, such as drafting 
policy updates, changing planning documents, 
and creating incentives that encourage site reuse. 

 ■ Encourage local governments to adopt strategies 
that make use of a community’s reuse planning 
capacity.

 ■ Explore opportunities to apply for monetary 
resources, such as grants, loans, and technical 
assistance, to assist with implementation. Addi-
tionally, consider how information from this 
activity can shape future outreach initiatives. 

 ■ Record activities to include at future public par-
ticipation strategies. 

A charrette is an intensive collaboration process; 
however, it provides an opportunity for stakehold-
ers to influence the final outcomes from a project. 
Whether participants are engaged in a consultation, 
collaborative, or empowerment purpose, both the 
charrette leadership team and participants can 
benefit from having conversations about values and 
preferences. 
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making in projects that address environmental and land use 
conflicts (EPA n.d.). They can:

 ■ Encourage conflict resolution between parties with 
varied perspectives by identifying shared interests and 
solutions that benefit all participants.

 ■ Enable education and capacity building among partici-
pants and groups responsible for implementation.

 ■ Set realistic expectations by using comprehensive infor-
mation.

 ■ Provide an opportunity to employ an efficient process for 
identifying design solutions with limited limit the amount 
of time and resources.

Further, the design charrette process may be one part 
of the larger public participation plan. In hurricane-affected 
areas, participants may select resilience strategies such as 
moving a portion of their community out of high-hazard 
areas, integrating green infrastructure strategies, and poli-
cies to improve connectivity and livability of the residents. 
Collectively, communities can use charrettes as a platform 
to discuss redevelopment alternatives and identify solutions 
that align with community interests and project goals. 

for identifying solutions through community consensus. A 
design charrette can help a community collectively deter-
mine where they would like to see their community in the 
future by assessing various factors, including changing con-
ditions after a hurricane, histories of redevelopment efforts, 
a variety of stakeholders, safety concerns, and conditions 
that influence site development. Because visualizations are 
an important component of charrettes, they can encourage 
participants to agree on feasible solutions more quickly than 
other collaborative processes.

Following a hurricane, communities will need to make 
decisions about redevelopment that may be impacted by 
environmental conditions. Environmental conditions, such 
as the presence of toxics, air quality, and water conditions, 
can affect environmental health and cause conflict in hur-
ricane-affected areas. A charrette can help overcome these 
challenges by bringing together resources and diverse 
community perspectives. In hurricane-affected areas, this 
process can be expedited because participants may be 
interested in community recovery, which can encourage 
consensus on decisions and even partnerships to help 
implement solutions. 

Charrettes offer several other benefits to decision 

Helpful Links
 ■ The National Charrette Institute
 ■ Crafting Charrettes That Transform Communities
 ■ A Planner’s Guide to Meeting Facilitation (PAS 595)
 ■ The Charrette Handbook
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