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Community engagement refers to the process through which the concerns, aspirations, values, and needs of communities and citizens are considered at all stages of a project (Reid and Howard, 2016). Community engagement adopts a strategic dimension towards creating relationships, interacting, and communicating with community members to create a positive outcome for not only the project but also the community in which the project is being implemented. However, Lardier et al. (2018), noted that community engagement is a labour-intensive and complex process that requires significant resource injection in terms of funding, time, and skilled personnel, and it is important to ensure comprehensive prior planning before undertaking any project. This report seeks to conduct an in-depth analysis of community engagement at the just concluded Birmingham Commonwealth games. Some of the aspects of community engagement evaluated include an analysis of community development, community consultations, inclusion, and empowerment. Moreover, the report analyses how different social media platforms were utilised to enhance outreach and community engagement as well as the avenues that were utilised to enhance community collaboration, participation, and sociocultural integration.
[bookmark: _Toc122342660]About the Birmingham Commonwealth games
The Commonwealth games, 2022, was a multinational sporting event that brought together 72 commonwealth nations and was hosted in Birmingham, England. The event was held between 28th July 2022 to 8th August 2022. According to James (2022), after more than ten months of hardship and isolation from the pandemic, the Commonwealth games provided individuals with an opportunity to recreate social engagements and feel entertained through sports. The project was a once-in-a-lifetime event that brought together people from different parts of the world and gave individuals an opportunity to embrace diversity and culture through sports. It also reaffirmed the hope and determination that human beings have demonstrated amidst the pandemic.
[bookmark: _Toc122342661]Community cohesion and inclusivity
Upon being granted the right to host the 2022 Commonwealth games, the Birmingham City Council set aside a £6 million community fund to help enhance connectivity and access to the games by the local community (Commonwealth Games, 2022). The fund had three funding segments with each aimed at enhancing cohesion and pride across the city of Birmingham throughout the events; a key segment of the fund was £2 million which was channelled to all the 69 wards in Birmingham to help the locals enhance their internet connectivity and business visibility. The remaining two segments provided funds to the local people to help achieve three main objectives; getting active, celebrating culture, and ready, steady, and fun. The getting active objective was aimed at encouraging the locals to get out and participate in different recreational and sporting activities, especially after the long periods of in-door staying and isolation due to covid-19. 
This objective was also driven by the desire to encourage locals and visitors of different ages and abilities to take part in physical activities and enhance their well-being. The celebrating culture initiative was underlined by the development of community-driven initiatives and cultural events that enhanced intergenerational interaction. The scheme harnessed the importance of cultural diversity and provided people with an opportunity to celebrate their heritage and identities. The ready, steady, fun objective was characterised by the renovation of community recreational spaces to ensure that the people were active and ready for the games. This objective also helped eliminate social isolation and loneliness as people had an opportunity to step out and interact with one another.
The city also initiated the United by Birmingham initiative which helped grassroot community-based organisations, especially from the West Midlands, and ensured that they felt part of the experience. This initiative focused mainly on West Midlands since it is home to a diverse community, with people from more than 170 nations (Commonwealth Games, 2022). The funding was offered to organisations that offered skills improvement opportunities to the local community, offered volunteering services to help solve specific community puzzles, and encouraged youth participation in sports and other community-based activities. Organisations with successful applications were entitled to not only funding but also promotion through the official Birmingham 2022 website to help enhance their public reach.
In addition, all the sporting activities included in the legacy program incorporated aspects of no restricted participation for locals to encourage participation: events such as the marathon, the Queen's Baton Relay, cultural programs, and volunteering openings adopted the no restriction policy and this made the Birmingham games the most accessible sporting event ever (Commonwealth Games, 2022). Furthermore, the organisers also adopted flexible venue accessibility together with a favourable ticketing process to help enhance local participation and engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc122342662]Celebrating history and culture
The Birmingham Commonwealth games organising committee in collaboration with the Legacy Centre of Excellence organised a special event which was aimed at remembering and celebrating the history and culture of the Windrush generation; according to Taylor (2020), the Windrush generation is made up of people who were invited from Commonwealth nations into the UK between 1948 to 1971 to help enhance productivity and eliminate labour shortage as a result of the industrial revolution. During this event, stakeholders, including the local communities and the visitors were taken through a nostalgic experience of the Windrush heritage. In addition, renowned historians from the region were also invited to elaborate more on the history that shaped the British nation together with the Commonwealth's involvement in sports and cultural diversity. The event was an open event and this encouraged the participation and connection of all communities.
The Birmingham City Council also created a £2 million fund to help provide small grants to creative communities throughout the event; this fund allowed community heritage and art organisations around Birmingham to be part of the event and showcase their work at the Cultural Festival that was running concurrently with the Commonwealth games. Moreover, the organising committee facilitated more than 100 art projects that took place over the two months and this created a sense of involvement and ownership among the local communities as they narrated the story of the city through art (Commonwealth Games, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc122342663]Local talent acquisition
The resource-based view theory asserts that the successful implementation of any project depends on an organisation’s ability to effectively acquire and distribute resources across different segments and tasks (Kraaijenbrink, Spender, and Groen, 2010). This assertion was further amplified by Lockett and Wild (2014) who noted that human resources are very important to any project as they provide unique and intangible skills that cannot be imitated by competitors within the market. Successful project implementation and community engagement depend on the project's ability to empower the local community economically and one way this can be achieved is through adopting a local recruitment strategy where the labour force is acquired locally. According to Edwards and Edwards (2015), the local acquisition of human resources increases the probability of the local community embracing the project being implemented together with long-term sustainability and success.
Local talent acquisition and development is a strategy that was embraced during the Birmingham Commonwealth games and this played a major part in its success. More than 1,500 youths from the West Midlands gained access to employability and volunteering opportunities during the project. In addition, these opportunities together with the financial incentives attached to them were further boosted by a £1 million cash injection from the national lottery. An additional £250,000 was provided by the England Sports Lottery Fund to Gen22, a legacy initiative that was created to help manage employment and job creation during the games. Through these funds, Gen22 initiated activities to help individuals between 16 to 24 years in Birmingham to acquire important life skills and earn an income through their involvement in the games and other related activities such as volunteering and provision of first aid (Commonwealth Games, 2022). 
According to a report by James (2022), the funds provided by the National Lottery enabled youths from the West Midlands who faced challenges such as being young parents and carers, lack of self-belief and confidence, and having poor legal records, to actively participate in social activities during the event. Moreover, the National Lottery and Gen22 worked collaboratively to finance four youth empowerment projects; the Street Games, Positive Youth organisation, Groundwork, and River and Canal Trust (Commonwealth Games, 2022). These empowerment projects focused on helping youth, especially in the West Midlands, develop personal social action plans that would help enhance physical activity, mental well-being, creativity, and sustainable financial independence. Gen22 provided an opportunity for youth to enhance their soft skills and realise the change they have always admired seeing. It is anticipated that the projects launched by Gen22 in collaboration with the National Lottery will be carried on for the next 10 years.

[bookmark: _Toc122342664]Stakeholder engagement: The use of social media
The use of social media amplified significantly during the pandemic period; according to a report released by Whatman (2022), Facebook realised an 87% traffic increase during the pandemic period and people spent an average of nine hours daily online. With the Birmingham Commonwealth games being hosted immediately after the pandemic, it was anticipated that social media would play an important role in stakeholder engagement and communication. True to this anticipation, the Birmingham Commonwealth event had the largest digital audience with more than 8 million people streaming the events through Game apps and the organisation's website (Cole and Barras, 2022). in addition, there were more than 60 million public posts made about the games across Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram, and more than 1 million fans subscribed to the games' fan database. Research conducted by James (2022), noted that 80% of the people in the UK kept tabs on the event by following up on social media updates and the website realised a 60% increase in daily traffic.
This comprehensive communication and engagement through social media helped enhance stakeholder interest and participation; a report released by Commonwealth Games (2022), noted that at least 8 million people attended one or more cultural and sporting events and there were more than 35,000 people who applied to take part in the event as volunteers despite the covid-19 backdrop and fear within the general population. Communication and engagement were customised to fit two main target audiences; the young generation which makes up more than 40% of the population in Europe and the diverse Birmingham population made up of people from different countries. The commonwealth organising committee needed to develop communication content that resonates with these stakeholder segments while at the same time attracting sports lovers from all over the UK and other Commonwealth nations.

Looking forward
Technology continues to transform community engagement and is eliminating geographical barriers when it comes to the extent to which a project can affect different stakeholders. However, one important aspect of community engagement is physical interaction as it provides an opportunity for stakeholders to create emotional connections with the specific projects – this aspect is threatened by the remote nature of technology engagements. As a community engagement practitioner, it is important to come up with creative ways that would incorporate technology into the education of community members while at the same time balancing this with physical engagement to create emotional connections and a sense of ownership for the community members.
[bookmark: _Toc122342665]Conclusion
Community engagement is an important aspect of any successful project implementation process as it provides an organisation with the opportunity to impact positively on the environment in which it operates. The success of the Birmingham Commonwealth games 2022 can be attributed to the effective implementation of community engagement projects, especially because it was organised at a time when most people were skeptical about the spread of the virus. Most of the community engagement strategies were aimed at eliminating barriers to participation and providing people from the West Midlands with an opportunity to showcase their culture to the world. In addition, the project created numerous voluntary and payable employment opportunities for more than 1,000 youth from the West Midlands, and the initiatives by Gen22 provided these youths with an opportunity to improve their employability and soft skills. Moreover, social media acted as the main form of engagement and communication throughout the event, with the general population keeping up with real-time updates from the games through the Commonwealth website and app; the use of social media made the event the most watched event. Going forward, community engagement practitioners must come up with strategies that would integrate both digital and offline frameworks to enhance community member education. Focusing too much on digital frameworks would eliminate the emotional connection that comes with community engagement, ultimately compromising the probability of the local community embracing the project.















[bookmark: _Toc122342666]References
Cole, A. and Barras, M. (2022). The commonwealth games: A history of human movement. Interaction, 50(2), pp.20-21.
Commonwealth Games. (2022). Boosting employment opportunities [Online] Available at https://www.birmingham2022.com/news/2538650/national-lottery-funding-to-boost-employment-opportunities-for-young-people [Accessed on 19th December 2022]
Commonwealth Games. (2022). Community Engagement [Online] Available at https://www.birmingham2022.com/community-engagement [Accessed on 19th December 2022]
Commonwealth Games. (2022). Our Legacy [Online] Available at https://www.birmingham2022.com/about-us/our-purpose/our-legacy/community-cohesion-inclusion-pride [Accessed on 19th December 2022]
Edwards, T. and Edwards, M.R. (2015). Perceptions of employee voice and representation in the post-acquisition period: Comparative and longitudinal evidence from an international acquisition. Human Relations, 68(1), pp.131-156.
James, L. (2022). Sustainability commonwealth games: The commonwealth games': Green aspirations: Fact or fiction? Engineering & Technology, 17(7), pp.20-24.
Kraaijenbrink, J., Spender, J.C. and Groen, A.J. (2010). The resource-based view: A review and assessment of its critiques. Journal of Management, 36(1), pp.349-372.
Lardier Jr, D.T., Barrios, V.R., Garcia-Reid, P. and Reid, R.J. (2018). Preventing substance use among Hispanic urban youth: Valuing the role of family, social support networks, school importance, and community engagement. Journal of Child & Adolescent Substance Abuse, 27(5-6), pp.251-263.
Lockett, A. and Wild, A. (2014). Bringing history (back) into the resource-based view. Business History, 56(3), pp.372-390.
Reid, H. and Howard, V. (2016). Connecting with community: The importance of community engagement in rural public library systems. Public Library Quarterly, 35(3), pp.188-202.
Taylor, C. (2020). Representing the Windrush generation: metaphor in discourses then and now. Critical Discourse Studies, 17(1), pp.1-21.
WHATMAN, C. (2022). Post the glow of Birmingham gold, time to maximise the opportunity sport provides. BEST OF BRITISH 2021 6, 49(1), p.5.
image1.png
University of Wales
Trinity Saint David
LONDON




