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Community engagement 


INTRODUCTION


This essay aims to define and explain the processes and stages of Community Engagement projects. This will be achieved by critically analysing and evaluating the process from its start to finish using different tools and techniques. The implementations of these tools will be discussed, as well as how the obstacles affect the possibilities of interacting with stakeholders in a community engagement and investigate various approaches to effectively connect with community members.
 Community is a sense of belonging, whereby joining their efforts toward a common goal, overcoming barriers and learning how to communicate their concerns and needs is what empowers the people and brings them together as a community. 
A community can be a very diverse term, it could be just a few people from the neighbourhood, or the parents at the local school, the residents of a borough, or even a town or a country, where they share things in common. Moreover, race, gender, social status, education or religious beliefs do not matter when comes to participation in a community project but sometimes this is also what unites groups of people.



MAIN BODY


There are many terms used with the same meaning as community engagement, some of them are public participation, stakeholders’ engagement, citizen engagement and many more. They are bearing the same meaning and definition one of which is that Community Engagement requires intentional interactions between communities and public decision-makers, whereas citizen participation is mobilised by and for citizens and community groups (Hussey, 2020).
In the UK, there are a lot of projects and charity organisations that are based on religious grounds. Some of these are churches, mosques and other religious organisations that provide food, clothing or shelter for those in need. Others are based on racial, ethnic or health factors, such as educational and development support, and many more. They all are supported by the local community, by people who are raising awareness and are using their voices to attract attention and solve the issue.  
When larger groups with different backgrounds are involved in sourcing the funds and brainstorming ideas and tactics there is a higher chance of success. 
Furthermore, engaging in community projects builds trust, and helps to achieve more goals and distribute resources fairly, thus improving the life of the community members.

STAKEHOLDERS

The definition of a stakeholder is anyone who can affect or be affected by a business operation and performance (Fernando, J 2022). In community engagement, we identify two types of stakeholders: internal and external. The first group are all participants involved in the project, and the second are the government, the banks or local authorities. 
A major issue that develops for organisations with several stakeholders is that the interests of the various stakeholders may not align. In reality, the interests may be directly opposed, as some of the stakeholders are acting as blockers trying to prevent or stop the realisation of the project. 
According to Taylor, A (2019) there are five stages for engaging the stakeholders:
1. Stakeholder Mapping: Establish criteria for identifying and prioritising stakeholders, as well as means for involvement.
2. Engagement Strategy: Establish a vision and degree of ambition for future engagements, as well as assess previous engagements.
3. Preparation: Concentrate on long-term targets to guide the approach, decide engagement logistics, and establish ground rules.
4. Engagement: Lead the engagement, ensuring equal stakeholder participation and reducing conflict while staying focused on goals.
5. Action Plan: Determine actions based on feedback possibilities, examine goals, and plan next measures for follow-up and further involvement.

 STANDARDS
Some standards must be followed to achieve higher efficiency and equality. The standards are quantifiable performance statements that anybody participating in community engagement may use to enhance the effectiveness and the level of involvement. They define essential ideas, behaviours, and practical application measures that support successful participation. They will be extremely beneficial to community planning collaborations in integrating communities to produce real and tangible results and sustained outcomes (Councillor Corrie McChord Spokesperson on modern governance, COSLA).
1. Involvement: to seek and involve individuals and organisations with an interest in the engagement's focus.
2. Support:  to identify and remove any barriers to participation.
3. Planning:  to collect evidence of needs and available resources and use this evidence to agree on the objective, scope, and timeframe of the engagement, as well as the activities to be performed.
 4. Methods: to agree on and employ methods of engagement that are appropriate for the purpose.
5. Working together: to agree on and implement clear protocols that will allow participants to collaborate successfully and efficiently.
6. Information sharing: We will guarantee that all essential information is exchanged amongst participants.
7. Collaboration: to collaborate successfully with others.
8. Improvement: to actively work to improve all participants' skills, abilities, and confidence.
9. Feedback:  to communicate the outcomes of the engagement to the larger community and the agencies involved.
10. Monitoring and evaluation:  to monitor and analyse whether the engagement accomplishes its goals and fulfils national community involvement requirements.
 
TOOLS AND METHODS

There are many tools and innovative community participation methods, including creative arts, social media platforms, music, interviews, open-space technologies, citizen panels, public gatherings, community mapping, and forums. Clarity on the aim of a community involvement programme is vital before developing it. It aids in determining its aims, outcomes, and degree of participation. The engagement strategy varies depending on the scenario and is influenced by factors such as event objectives, the community involved in the engagement programme, their special issues, assets, and project budget.
Times have changed drastically over the last couple of decades, where everything happens online. People don’t buy newspapers anymore- they have subscriptions for the online versions, to make an appointment or fill a form, or look up any information you go online again.  Since the birth of social media platforms, this seems to be the easiest and quickest way of communication exchange. Nowadays all 

As defined by Wasserman et al. (1994, p.20), “A social network consists of a finite set of actors and the relation or relations defined on them” 
Social media platforms give a new mechanism for engaging a broad and diverse set of participants, including individuals or groups that may normally be difficult to reach or bring together (Bacon, 2009; Fine, 2006). Social media also provides a place for conversation that differs significantly from face-to-face contact. With social media, all participants may partake in the topic; comments do not have to be rapid, and time can be spent studying the thread of a discussion. As the dialogue progresses, social media provides an opportunity to clarify issues (Connor, 2009). Not in the last place must be mentioned that during the pandemic and the lockdowns this was the only possible way of communication. 
Other very important tools and methods are Focus groups, meetings, forums, interviews etc., whereby interacting with diverse groups the ideas and solution options discussed are more objective and informed. At the same time, there are participants that for different reasons are not on any social media platforms, so face-to-face meetings and gatherings are important because it opens a possibility for direct dialogue where more ideas are exchanged in less time.

BARRIERS

Barriers could be many different obstacles along the way to completing a project, they start from the very begging, from the moment when the idea or concern arises. The biggest barrier is the lack of trust between the organisers of the project and the citizens. To break down this barrier, you must clearly demonstrate how much you appreciate community participation and that this process is not being carried out only because it is required by law. It's about having an open discussion with everyone involved, not simply a survey or a map.
A lengthier and more extensive consulting process is one approach to do this. Trust develops with time, and extended involvement generally results in more productive engagement and better-planned initiatives. Engagement should be a continuous process, not simply a one-time survey (Cooper, C 2022).
Another issue is the lack of access to technologies or the inability to use them. While months of lockdown have helped many individuals become internet savvy, not everyone you want to reach may be able to participate online. According to a recent Age UK poll, over 2 million over-75s are still digitally limited, on top of people in other age categories who may have inconsistent internet or a lack of means to get online.
What is the solution? A multifaceted approach to community participation is the obvious solution. Digital technologies can be used to supplement traditional planning approaches rather than totally replace them. For example, you may conduct an online survey while also making print copies accessible for completion (Cooper, C 2020).
In addition, another impediment to involvement is that many individuals are unsure of what it means to 'become involved.' Does this imply attending and organising meetings? Making direct contact with planners? Influencing public opinion? Many individuals are afraid to engage because they believe they must take leadership and do not want to appear not well-informed or not knowledgeable enough. To address this, individuals must not only have access to that information but also correctly grasp it.  It is critical to have a platform where all information as well as what is expected of the audience is clearly displayed, using social media and local news and updates both online and off (Connor, C 2022).
Another big barrier is the funding of a project, it takes time, dedication and consistency. There are a lot of non-profit organisations that are willing to get involved, but sometimes this is just not enough. On the government website, there is an option to apply for funding, local councils are also supporting a different kinds of projects. There are tax relief schemes for companies and individuals supporting financially such projects. 


CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Community Engagement is the main factor behind the realisation of so many projects that directly impact the communities. Citizens may assist their local governments in better fulfilling their needs by engaging in community activities. Furthermore, community participation may lead to better outcomes for a community's impoverished or underserved citizens, and it is a driving component in social transformation.
On the other hand, Government and business involvement is crucial for a properly functioning system. Community participation, when properly understood, represents a fundamental shift in the way governments and services operate and they are making a dramatic move away from old methods of defining policies and services by forming complete relationships with communities and sharing decision-making with them. While it will be difficult to implement, such a shift in practice has the potential to increase the response and efficacy of professional services.
Efficient community participation is based on three essential principles that a service system employs: actively seeks out public interest, issues, and aims; integrates those values, issues, and aspirations into a decision-making mechanism; and forms a continuous collaboration with the community to guarantee that the community's interests and beliefs continue to impact services and the service system.
All of this is required for democratic systems to function correctly.
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