
Community
Engagement:
Before and
After COVID-19



A year ago, so many of us scrambled to
move to a world powered by Zoom.
What’s now second nature was anything
but. 

Yet a year later, many developers and
planners have shared that community
engagement is easier and that more
people are participating in the process.



So what’s really changed beyond virtual
meetings instead of in-person sessions? 

The short answer: everything. 

The long answer is a bit more
complicated. 



Community engagement always revolved
around public, in-person meetings, designed
to give people a say in what happens in their
community. 

Yet, logistics prevent most community
members from attending.

The result: a small fraction gets heard, but
the needs and interests of the broader
community go unheard. 
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https://www.courbanize.com/blog/why-traditional-community-outreach-is-broken/


Enter the virtual public meeting...

Despite all that has changed including the
‘venue’ for these meetings, the traditional
concerns about development have largely
remained the same. 

Concerns about housing affordability and
resistance to density and zoning changes
dominate the narrative. 

As we all spent more time in our own
neighborhoods (and homes), we became
more invested in these aspects of our
community. 
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In the wake of the murders of George Floyd,
Breonna Taylor, and so many others, our
country confronts a racial reckoning. 

We are called to take an honest look at how
legally-enforced discrimination and state-
sanctioned brutality have stifled Black
Americans ability to access housing, jobs,
healthcare, education, and wealth.

We were called to take action for a more
equitable future, confronting the roles that
planning, zoning, and real estate
development play in perpetuating these
inequities.
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Most developers pivoted to digital engagement
in 2020 to keep their projects moving. 

What we saw was something we’ve always
known: digital engagement is more inclusive
and productive, resulting in better outcomes for
the community and fewer headaches for your
team.

Digital engagement is best used as a
complement to traditional, boots-on-the-
ground engagement.

It’s not a 1-to-1 replacement for in-person
engagement or public meetings, but think of it
as an amplifier. 
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Both in-person and digital engagement are
critical components of a successful engagement
strategy. 

They cannot occur in isolation if the goal is to
achieve inclusive and productive engagement. 

Digital engagement has obvious benefits. It
makes it easier for community members who
speak a language other than English to learn
and be engaged. 

This goes beyond Spanish-only translation and
requires an honest look at the needs and
demographics of the community. Logistical
barriers are overcome by not limiting
participation to a public meeting - a single
moment in time. 
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Our world is more connected than ever, but the
digital divide is a real barrier, particularly for
older community members and for rural and
low-income communities.

In-person meetings and events are the way to
reach folks without reliable access to high
speed internet or a certain level of comfort with
technology. 
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New Virtual
Strategies

Virtual engagement isn’t limited to a static website
or standalone Zoom meeting. 

We’ve seen a great deal of innovation and creativity
in how our customers are using a variety of virtual
strategies to engage communities. 



Incorporating
Arts & Culture
for Activation
A look at these trends in action



Luxunature
Today
Presentations are communication

tools that can be used as lectures.

Arts + cultural celebration

Harris County Precinct 2 Commissioner
Adrian Garcia's office worked with a
consultant team led by Asakura Robinson
to engage the residents of Harris County
through arts and culture. 

The community workshop with poet and
artist-activist Stalina Villarreal and Poet
Laureate Emeritus of the City of Houston
Deborah D.E.E.P. Mouton provided a
space to hear and celebrate the stories and
experiences of Precinct 2 residents and
their parks and trails.

Harris County Parks
& Trails Plan

https://courbanize.com/projects/p2/updates


Visual storytelling + youth activation 

The event featured local artists performing short stories
about the precinct’s parks and trails,
PhotoVoice submissions by local youth, and a live mapping
activity for residents to share location-specific ideas. 

The combination of digital outreach and engaging, in-
person events in both English and Spanish led to more
representative engagement from a diverse community. 



Luxunature
Today
Presentations are communication

tools that can be used as lectures.

Art Builds Community worked with the
City of Palo Alto Public Art Program to
develop a Public Art Plan for the
California Avenue District. 

They gathered feedback through
coUrbanize to create a collaborative
vision for the Avenue for the Arts!

Art Builds
Community

https://courbanize.com/projects/calaveartplan/comaps/94?ordering=-created
https://courbanize.com/projects/calaveartplan/comaps/94?ordering=-created


Luxunature
Today
Presentations are communication

tools that can be used as lectures.

Pros & Cons
of Virtual
Meetings



Virtual Meetings

In some cases, a virtual meeting is a required part of
the entitlement process. Many customers report far
higher-than-normal attendance rates for these virtual
meetings. 

Folks can tune in while making dinner, and the format
of the meetings keeps the conversation on track. The
best part about virtual meetings? They’re easily
recorded so that those who couldn’t attend can watch
at their convenience. 



Most teams are having virtual meetings, but there are
mixed results in the success and outcomes of these
meetings. By promoting meeting details well in advance,
community members have time to plan. By requiring sign
ups for these meetings, reminder emails can be sent to
registrants to boost attendance rates. 

Asking community groups and neighborhood associations
to help get the word out is another critical factor in your
meeting’s success. And, when applicable, ensure
promotional materials and the meeting itself are translated
into the languages needed to reach members of the
community. 



Expectations for community engagement changed
during the pandemic, and these new methods are
here to stay. Digital engagement is no longer a nice-
to-have addition. It’s a non-negotiable aspect of
inclusive community engagement.

Community members are voicing both their
concerns and their support, and they’re expecting a
response from the project team in return. Strong
two-way engagement yields better outcomes for
project teams and community members alike. 

Evolving Expectations



Takeaways & Resources

Multilingual engagement
is the new expectation. 

Engagement is not fair or
productive unless all can
join the conversation. 

Public meetings in
isolation aren’t good
enough. 

People need multiple
ways to participate at
multiple points in time.

All that we do must be
done with equity and
inclusion in mind.

It’s the only way to build
successful projects and
better neighborhoods. 

https://courbanize.foleon.com/content/tips-for-multilingual-community-engagement/cover/
https://www.courbanize.com/blog/why-traditional-community-outreach-is-broken/
https://courbanize.foleon.com/content/inclusive-community-engagement-checklist/cover/


If you’d like to learn about how coUrbanize fits into your
community engagement efforts, reach out at
sales@courbanize.com or request a demo here.

REQUEST A DEMO

mailto:sales@courbanize.com
https://www.courbanize.com/demo-request/
https://www.courbanize.com/demo-request/

