
4.0 Techniques and activities toolkit  

Guide 

  

NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment | 1 

 

4.0 Technique and activities toolkit 
The following is a list of techniques that you may choose to engage with the community and 
other stakeholders. A council is encouraged to choose techniques that will best meet the 
needs of stakeholders and the participation objectives. 

The toolkit describes each technique, its strengths, and issues to consider in applying the 
technique. This is only a snapshot of possible techniques. 

 

WEBSITE / WEBPAGE – Council or project websites   

A project website or webpage (as part of a 
larger site) could be utilised as early as 
possible and for this to be in place when the 
consultation commences. A project-based 
website should provide information on the 
project’s status as it progresses through 
phases and operation. It should include: 

• a description of the project and details 
of timing of construction and operation 
(as appropriate). 

• details of site activities occurring that 
week. 

• links to operational information 
including conditions of consent, 
environmental initiatives and measures 
to mitigate potential impacts. 

• details of all opportunities for 
participation. 

 

Strengths of a website or webpage 
• Provides a central repository of 

project information. It should be 
easily found and should be 
comprehensive and regularly 
updated. 

• Has the potential to include 
interactive elements such as online 
forums and an interactive map. 

• Can reach a wide audience with 
ease. 

• Allows information to be quickly 
updated or new information added as 
it becomes available. 

• Is accessible to multiple participants, 
across a wide geographical area. 

• Allows information to be presented in 
written, audio and visual formats.  

Issues to consider 
• Ease of navigation and ability to print 

pages from the website. 
• The community needs to be made 

aware of the existence of the website 
and its address, and where on the 
website they can find the information 
they need as well as how they can 
provide feedback. 

• Incorporate requirements of the Web 
Accessibility Guidelines.  

• Ease of access on mobile devices. 

http://www.w3.org/standards/webdesign/accessibility
http://www.w3.org/standards/webdesign/accessibility
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NEWSLETTERS / NOTIFICATIONS / FACT SHEETS   
Printed and electronic  

Newsletters, fact sheets and notifications are 
generally short, A4 or A5 documents of no 
more than 4 pages. They provide key 
information about a project and may update 
stakeholders on the project’s progress as 
well as upcoming activities. Digital or e-
newsletters should be formatted to suit 
online distribution (with dot points and links 
to more detailed information).  

These short documents are an effective way 
of compiling important information in one 
place so that the reader can understand a 
project or proposal before reading more 
detailed documents.  

They also engage stakeholders who may not 
otherwise read project documents or seek 
information about a project or proposal.  

It is important to think about what a 
stakeholder might need to know and what 
impacts they might be most concerned 
about.   

Providing relevant contact details enables 
stakeholders to seek more information, learn 
about how they might get involved or provide 
feedback about the project. 

During construction and operation, 
notifications should include details of 
upcoming works, including out of hours work, 
noisy activities, traffic changes, and access 
changes. They should be delivered to 
letterboxes or sent to the agreed emails of 
stakeholders within the impacted area. 

Strengths of a newsletter, fact sheet 
or notification 

• Builds the profile of a project and 
informs discussion by providing 
important information in one place. 

• Is easy to distribute regularly to wide 
audiences across platforms (hard 
copy for letter boxes and handouts in 
public places, online via the project’s 
website or via email). 

• Can support other stakeholder 
techniques, with information about 
face to face forums and links to 
online information. 

• Enewsletters allow for easy opt-in 
and opt-out options. 

Issues to consider 
• They can be resource-intensive - 

writing the document, graphic design 
and gaining internal approval. 

• Hard copy distribution can be costly 
and require long lead times (i.e. 
letterbox drop to households). 

• There are potential accessibility 
issues for people with poor vision. 

• Translated versions may be required 
for some communities. 

• Opt-in subscriptions may not reach 
all audiences. 

• A simple layout with bullet points and 
headings can assist the reader 
visually. 

• Some members of the public may 
require summary information while 
others may wish to access more 
detailed technical information. 
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ONLINE INTERACTIVE PLATFORMS - Including forums and mapping tools 

An online forum allows a topic, or series of 
questions, to be posted on the project 
website for targeted comment and 
discussion by stakeholders. Online mapping 
tools can provide opportunity for comments 
to be posted on the actual location of the 
area of concern.  

These tools allow users to post new 
comments or respond to the perspectives of 
other users to topics or questions that the 
council has posed and can be moderated to 
different levels. Low level moderation would 
involve removing offensive language, 
abusive comments and/or repetition while 
high level moderation might involve 
reviewing content and making comments to 
encourage discussion around pertinent 
issues.  

An online forum and mapping tool can be 
used in conjunction with each other, 
accompanied by project information and 
updates. An online forum is usually available 
for a set timeframe. 

 

Strengths of an online forum or 
online mapping tool 

• Allows transparency as stakeholders 
can see other relevant comments. 

• Allows interested people and 
organisations to make their 
perspectives known, and invite 
interaction. 

• Helps the proponent understand the 
perspectives of stakeholders, 
including how these are spread 
geographically. 

• Allows users to participate in their 
own time. 

• Provides a proponent with the 
opportunity to intervene where 
misconceptions about the project 
have arisen. 

Issues to consider 
• Not all stakeholders are comfortable 

participating in an online forum so it 
should not be the sole feedback 
channel. 

• They can be time consuming and 
expensive to maintain. 

• There may be the need for 
independent moderation. 

SURVEYS - Online and hard copy 

A survey is a structured way of gaining 
feedback about issues. It can clearly set the 
scope of the feedback that is being asked of 
stakeholders. 

Survey questions can use a range of 
formats, including multiple choice, open text 
and ranking. Surveys can be administered 
face to face, online, on paper or via 
telephone. Responses from surveys can 
contribute to future decisions. 

Surveys can target many participants with 
diverse interests and these respondents can 

Strengths of a survey 
• Can target representation from a 

group of people or randomly select 
participants, including some who 
might not attend meetings or become 
otherwise engaged. 

• Compiles data, making collation and 
reporting around consultation less 
time consuming. 

• Has the potential to offer more 
objective analysis of feedback. 

• Can draw larger participation with 
comparatively less time and effort. 
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be self-selecting, selected and/or weighted 
to represent segments of the public.  

Shaping effective questions in surveys can 
be difficult, so seek the advice of someone 
with experience and test your survey 
questions with a sample audience.  

Issues to consider 
• A survey is not suitable for creating 

dialogue or building consensus. 
• Questions can direct feedback on 

predetermined issues and not identify 
new issues or allow a level of detail 
which is problematic. 

• Resources are required to ensure 
participation. 

• Participants need time to complete a 
survey. 

• Questions must be carefully worded 
to avoid bias. 

BRIEFINGS 

• Briefings are used to keep identified 
stakeholders updated on events and 
activities. They may involve a group of 
stakeholders with similar interests or 
one- on-one meetings with individuals 
or with representatives of a group.  

• Briefings can inform government 
agencies, key stakeholders and 
advocacy groups of early project plans, 
the assessment process and 
opportunities to get involved.  They are 
also used to understand key 
stakeholder concerns or local issues.  

• While not the chance to gather detailed 
concerns, briefings help to gauge 
stakeholder sentiment on key issues 
and can be useful at key milestones, or 
at a time when a sensitive issue has 
arisen. 

Strengths of briefings 
• Provides for focused conversation 

and tailored information for impacted 
and/or interested stakeholders. 

• Can be held at a location and time 
convenient to the stakeholder. 

• Can result in more sensitive 
information being obtained and 
allows a greater chance of gauging 
sentiment in a contained 
environment. 

• Encourages direct communication 
between stakeholders and the 
proponent and responding directly 
can reduce misunderstandings. 

Issues to consider 
• The number of stakeholders might be 

small and seen as exclusive to some 
and not others. 

• The informality of a briefing may lead 
to later misunderstandings or the 
misrepresentation of perspectives or 
commitments. 
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INFORMATION SESSIONS 

Community/Stakeholder Information Session 
typically takes the form of a drop-in session 
at a location close to the area of impact and 
can last for several hours. It can take place 
in a council building or a park or it could take 
place as part of a community event e.g. a 
festival or country show. Key project 
representatives are available to answer 
questions from the public at a session. 
Representative of other government 
agencies, where relevant, may also be 
present to answer questions. 

Stakeholders can ask questions and/or 
provide verbal or written feedback to 
members of the project team during their 
visit. Written and graphic materials can also 
be on display with information presented on 
large storyboards, with maps, diagrams and 
photographs.  

The Department may initiate a session to 
talk about the planning process or the 
proponent may hold an information session 
to provide project information.  

Variations might include: 

• the addition of a 5 to 10-minute project 
summary presented by a project team 
member at nominated times, followed 
by a short Q&A session  

• an information session in advance of a 
workshop. 

Strengths of information sessions 
• Allow a proponent and Department 

staff to interact with stakeholders, 
allowing for personal connections, 
detailed project information to be 
disseminated, or discussion around 
impacts and issues. 

• Can be held in conjunction with a 
public event, i.e. school fair or market 
day, to increase potential for 
participation. 

• Allow feedback to be captured on 
forms or through notetaking. 

• Allow stakeholders to attend to get 
the information they need without 
attending a long meeting. 

• Mean that contact details can be 
captured and used to provide further 
information. 

Issues to consider 
• Different times should be on offer to 

maximise attendance of all 
stakeholder groups.  

• Some stakeholders will prefer 
structured group opportunities to hear 
from others and have their voice 
heard. 

• The location and time of information 
sessions should be advertised 
widely. 

• They can be resource intensive i.e. to 
prepare materials in advance, have 
people available to answer questions 
and analyse large amounts of 
material (e.g. feedback 
sheets/notes). 

• Careful attention should be paid to 
listening and recording feedback to 
avoid it being seen as a passive 
public relations exercise. 
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PUBLIC MEETINGS 

Public meetings are an effective stakeholder 
technique because they offer an open and 
transparent mechanism for seeking 
stakeholder feedback. They should be held 
in a central location close to the site and 
should be accessible for people with a 
disability. 

These meeting need structure and facilitation 
to be effective. 

A meeting may follow a structure such as: 

• a statement of the meeting’s purpose 
and the establishment of ground rules  

• a presentation to inform attendees 
about the project and the assessment 
process  

• an invitation for response to identified 
issues or questions 

• an open session where questions and 
comments can be taken from the floor. 

For a meeting to be effective it should be no 
more than two to three hours in duration. 

Strengths of public meetings 
• Allow for all to attend and are open 

and transparent, with participants 
getting the same message at the 
same time. 

• Allow for large number of people to 
attend. 

Issues to consider 
• A suitable time needs to be set to 

maximise attendance.  
• There is the need for facilitation. 
• Opportunities for people to speak can 

be limited due to time constraints 
and/or the confidence level of 
participants to speak in public. 

• This sort of meeting may not promote 
a breadth or depth of discussion and 
deliberation over issues. 

• The meeting can become dominated 
by people raising issues that may, or 
may not, represent those of other 
participants. 

• Offer additional ways, such as written 
forms, for people to submit questions 
or comments if they are not able to 
speak during the meeting. 

WORKSHOPS 

Workshops can be used to bring together 
stakeholders at one time and place to 
identify and discuss issues, and to explore 
options regarding a proposal. 

Depending on the number of people invited, 
and the facilitation resources available, a 
workshop can consist of one group or break 
into smaller groups.  

An agenda and/or activities should be 
planned and focused around the objectives 
of the workshop. These need to promote 
discussion and the development of 
relationships. 

Strengths of a workshop 
• Can engage stakeholders in a 

location near to them on issues 
important to them. 

• Can allow participants a greater 
opportunity to air their views and for 
the collation of information than may 
be the case for a public meeting. 

• Can facilitate participation of those 
who may not be comfortable in a 
larger forum and there is less 
likelihood of vocal participants 
dominating the conversation. 
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Where there are complex matters to be 
discussed or high public interest in the 
project, the structure for the workshop 
should be carefully considered, to ensure as 
many people as possible are able to be 
heard. 

Issues to consider 
• The workshop or meeting needs to 

be planned, structured and chaired. 
• It can be resource intensive to plan 

and deliver, especially if there are 
large numbers and there is a need for 
multiple facilitators. 

• Offer additional ways, such as written 
forms, for people to submit questions 
or comments if they are not sure their 
perspectives are represented in the 
workshop outcomes. 

SITE VISIT 

A site visit allows people with a significant 
interest in a project or facing potential 
impacts to participate in a field trip or guided 
tour to get first-hand experience of either the 
project site or a similar site, approach or 
solution. This allows participants a better 
understanding of the project as they can 
directly experience likely issues or impacts. 

For example, residents in proximity to a 
proposed windfarm might be invited to visit a 
site operated by the proponent in a different 
location that uses the same technology as 
that in the proposed project. 

Strengths of a site visit 
• Can promote shared perspectives 

and relationships with and between 
stakeholders. 

• Can allow stakeholders the 
opportunity to have their questions 
answered and express their issues in 
the context of the site.  

Issues to consider 
• It needs to be well organised and 

takes time and cost, especially if 
involving visits to a different site from 
the project.  

• Adequate time should be allowed for 
the site visit, and small groups 
touring at any one time is best. 

FOCUS GROUP 

A focus group allows a small group of people 
to be brought together to a facilitated session 
where they are asked about their 
perceptions, opinions, beliefs and attitudes. 

 Focus group participants can be: 

• randomly selected  
• self-selected from groups with a known 

interest in the project. 

When participants are randomly selected, 
focus groups can be used to test proposals 

Strengths of a focus group 
• Can be used to target hard to reach 

groups or those with special needs or 
interests e.g. the young, those with a 
disability, culturally and linguistically 
diverse or the homeless. 

• Is less threatening that other forms of 
engagement for those who don’t like 
to talk in large groups. 
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or approaches. Focus groups can also be 
used to get the perspective of groups that 
are hard to engage with, or to gain in-depth 
insight and feedback on an issue, problem or 
scenario. Focus group participants may be 
paid for their time and/or may receive 
assistance with childcare and travel 
expenses. 

• Can use activities and questions that 
can be targeted to the group, 
maximising participation. 

• Allows for more detailed responses 
from stakeholders. 

Issues to consider 
• Skilled facilitation is required to 

engage all group members. 
• Adequate numbers need to be 

sampled to assure that the insights 
are credible.  

• It can be time consuming to recruit 
participants. 

WEBINAR / ONLINE WORKSHOP 

A webinar consists of a web-based 
presentation. It allows information to be 
shared on-line with multiple participants, in 
real time.  

Webinars can include text, images, audio, 
video, annotated whiteboards and 
screen/desktop sharing. Webinars can use 
telephone conferencing, video conferencing 
or text chat and allow users to interact during 
the presentation with Q&As, polls etc. 

They allow for participation of people across 
geographical areas. 

Strengths of a webinar  
• Can be interactive. 
• Allows the ability to present 

information in a variety of audio and 
visual formats. 

Issues to consider 
• Technical competency of participants 

and need to install additional 
software can be an issue.  

• The opportunity for interaction 
between participants is minimal. 

• There is the potential for disruption, 
including to internet connection or as 
a result of software problems and 
participant frustration as a result. 

TRADITIONAL MEDIA 

Traditional media includes print and online 
journalism, television and radio.  

The media produced can take many forms, 
including:  

• advertisements  
• articles  
• interviews  
• media releases.  

Strengths of traditional media 
• Allows information to be easily and 

quickly transmitted across a range of 
platforms. 

• Is relevant to all project stages and is 
useful for notifying the public of 
impacts from road closures or to 
announce changes to opportunities 
for stakeholder feedback. 



4.0 Techniques and activities toolkit  

Guide 

  

NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment | 9 

Distribution of quality information quickly is 
crucial for traditional media. Engaging with 
the media usually involves protocols which 
may mean the nomination of a single 
spokesperson or several spokespeople.  

Key messages and questions and answers 
(Q&As) are useful to assist project team or 
communications staff who are either briefing 
the media, organising interviews, preparing 
media releases and/or responding to media 
questions. 

• Is effective in increasing interest and 
awareness. 

Issues to consider 
• Combining traditional media with 

social media can increase response 
rates. 

• Timing and context for the distribution 
of information is determined by media 
outlets. 

• It may be difficult to get the interest of 
traditional media. 

• The process can be resource 
intensive. 

• Traditional media may have a limited 
audience. 

• Messages communicated may not 
correlate with proponent key 
messages. 

• Media attention can be divisive and 
reinforce feelings. 

DELIBERATIVE FORUM / DELIBERATIVE WORKSHOP 

Deliberative forums/workshops aim to 
increase understanding of the different 
perspectives of various members of the 
public. They can include Citizen Juries. 
These forums or workshops are used to 
build a shared understanding of an issue and 
to build consensus on a preferred approach 
or solution or to understand the basis for 
difference. 

• Deliberative forums also generally: 
• require involvement of stakeholders 

over a period of two or more 
workshops, or over a day. This allows 
participants to consider and develop 
their perspectives and sometimes 
consider issues between one 
workshop and the next 

• provide clear but often detailed 
information to participants, both before 
and during the forums. 

Deliberative forums might be attended by 50 
or more participants or could involve 

Strengths of a deliberative forum / 
deliberative workshop 

• Can develop a deep understanding of 
an issue based on stakeholder 
expertise and perspectives. 

• Can capture a range of perspectives 
including from those that are less 
vocal. 

• Can build understanding, 
relationships and consensus over 
time. 

• Can lead to participants formally or 
informally championing the process. 

• Can result in an agreed approach or 
solution to a previously contentious 
issue. 

Issues to consider 
• They require a significant time 

commitment from participants. 
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thousands of participants. Representative 
sampling might be used to select some or all 
participants. The forums might involve a mix 
of tasks and activities, such as 
presentations, expert panel discussions and 
the opportunity to vote. They can use small 
groups with the contributions of these groups 
being collated as part of the overall results.  

• Strongly opposing views need to be 
carefully managed. 

• They need to be very well structured 
and facilitated, potentially with 
multiple skilled small group 
facilitators. 

• They require significant lead time, 
preparatory work and resources. 

EMAIL / SMS 

Email and email groups or SMS can deliver 
messages to target stakeholders. Email can 
be used to distribute: 

• notifications/ invitations for upcoming 
meetings or events 

• notification about disruption from a 
project that may impact stakeholders 

• useful, time-sensitive information that 
may not require formal distribution  

• information that is relevant to a specific 
group only 

• reminders about timelines for actions. 

Strengths of email/SMS 

• Are easily transmittable to target 
stakeholders and transmitted more 
quickly than other channels. 

• Can be integrated with other 
communication tools. 

• Can encourage two-way 
conversations if the tone of the 
email/SMS invites this. 

• It is cost effective and information 
can be easily shared. 

Issues to consider 
• They may be perceived as mass, 

impersonal communication, unless 
they are from the email of an 
individual. 

• SMSs should be timed to not arrive 
during night time when people are 
asleep. 

• May be less secure than other forms 
of information sharing. 

SOCIAL MEDIA 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram are among the 
social media avenues used for engagement 
between a proponent and stakeholders and 
between stakeholders.  

Social media means it is possible to create 
profiles for projects to provide information 
and collect feedback. The distribution of 
information through social media can attract 
the attention of stakeholders. 

Strengths of social media 
• Makes it is easy to share information 

with others or provide comments. 
• Can create online communities to 

share content, opinions and ideas. 
• Can involve people who are time 

poor. 
• Is easy to re-share. 
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The greatest advantage of social media is 
that it allows stakeholders to access 
information through forums they already use 
with little additional effort required. 

Social media is a dynamic forum so there is 
a need to be active and to keep information 
up-to-date and to keep the public informed.  

Issues to consider 
• Ownership of the data placed on 

platforms. 
• Decisions regarding privacy settings 

need to be made so to be open, but 
not open to misuse. 

• The potential for issues and 
discussion to escalate and attract 
significant attention very quickly. 

• Time need to be allowed to 
moderate, sign off posts, and to 
provide timely responses. 

• Support may be required to engage 
people not previously active in social 
media. 

 

CITIZENS’ PANEL / RESEARCH PANEL 

Citizens’ panels are established large 
groups, generally of over 100 participants, 
selected or weighted to represent the public. 
The communication with panel members is 
usually online via email and electronic 
surveys. 

Panel members should be representative 
and cut across gender and ages. Other 
demographic characteristics, such as cultural 
background or occupation may be 
represented.   

This sort of panel allows a proponent a 
regular means to check in on the views of 
stakeholders. Local governments also use 
panels, so it might be possible to tap into an 
existing panel. Participants are usually asked 
to serve on a panel for a specified period, 
perhaps 1-2 years. 

Strengths of a citizens’ panel 
• Can represent all stakeholders 

including those that are not so vocal. 
• Once established, it is relatively easy 

to engage with members on a variety 
of issues. 

• Allows perspectives to be tracked 
over time. 

• Allows participation to be open to a 
large number of people. 

Issues to consider 
• A citizens’ panel can be resource 

intensive to establish.  
• Panel members may lose interest 

before their term expires, which can 
compromise the credibility of the 
panel. 

VIDEO 
Video is an effective way to get messages 
out about a project. Video may be used by 
the proponent, the Department or 
stakeholders.  

There are several video sharing websites. A 
link to a video can be included on websites 

Strengths of video 
• Can attract attention in a way that 

other mediums cannot.  
• Is a familiar channel for many.  
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or the video can be embedded in a 
webpage. While video is primarily an 
information-giving technique, it can be 
integrated with other social media platforms 
to ask for feedback. 

 

• Is accessible via PCs, smartphones 
and tablets. 

• Can potentially attract comments. 

Issues to consider 
• Video production and editing can be 

time consuming and expensive.  
• A video needs to get the key 

messages across so should be short 
and concise.  
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