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institutional buy-in/response
Institutional Buy-In/
Response
One of the core issues affecting the success of any Stakeholder Engagement 
process is the need to understand the wider system into which the participatory 
process �ts. Whether it is a local council, private sector corporation or development 
agency, it is essential that the link is made explicit between the participatory 
process and the location  of the decision that will affect future action (especially if 
the �nal decision is taken outside the participatory process). This entails planning 
for how the institutional response to the outputs and outcomes of the participatory 
process will be managed.

Gaining institutional support for the process (be it corporate, developer or public 
sector buy-in) is often the single most important ingredient to ensuring that the 
outcomes of the engagement process are realised.

The nature of the system and processes in which decisions are 
made, are an important consideration in determining which 
outputs and outcomes should be sought (for the engagement 
process) and will also affect the choice of participatory methods 
used.

Clarifying the process in order to gain institutional support (and 
response) is vitally important because:

•	 It establishes a commitment to change from the outset by 
recognising that some response will need to be made

•	 It ensures that mechanisms are in place to deal with the outputs 
that come from the participatory process, and ensures that 
these outputs can be dealt with effectively and within a given 
timescale

•	 It allows those running the process to explain to participants 
exactly what will be done with their effort, how the process will 
be managed and how its outcomes will affect/change things

•	 It helps clarify what is and is not discussed (no point discussing 
things that really cannot be changed)

•	 It helps clarify the roles of the different participants, as it 
clari�es what is expected of them all at different stages of the 
process.

Institutional support for the engagement process should be sought as early as 
possible.

However, decision-makers will usually require background information upon 
which to base their decision to support the process or not. The “scoping process” 
in which the purpose, scope, context, desired outcomes and stakeholder 
identi�cation of the engagement process are de�ned, would meet this 
requirement.

(This is why, “obtaining institutional support” is placed after the Scoping Process 
but as an ongoing process in the Engagement Plan on the engagement process 
�ow chart, although the process needs to be continually adaptive).
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C:Engagement Plan
Rationale:

After the scoping phase has been undertaken and there is institutional support/or 
buy-in to the Stakeholder Engagement Process, a detailed engagement plan needs to 
be written to provide the planning framework for the participatory process. It is at this 
stage that the decisions about timing, numbers, costs, techniques, use of results etc. will 
be made.

C1. Commissioning an Engagement Plan

Perhaps the biggest barrier to carrying out 
effective stakeholder engagement, is the time 
needed to effectively design and deliver the 
process. Too often, unrealistic timescales are 
set by commissioners, especially in the public 
sector.

In commissioning the engagement plan, 
here are some key steps to consider:

•	 The Engagement Plan (EP) should 
only take place after the Scoping 
Process is complete as the results 
of this first phase should feed 
directly feed into/serve to inform 
the Engagement Plan

•	 Institutional support (or buy-in) 
should have been sought before (or at least 
during) the commissioning of the Engagement 
Plan. Institutional support may, or may not be, 
a prerequisite to proceeding with stakeholder 
engagement. Either way, it is often the single most 
important determinant to the potential success of any 
project.

•	 Appoint dedicated staff to writing the Engagement Plan

•	 The following are critical elements of any engagement plan:
	 - time schedule,
	 - resource allocation,
	 - desired outcomes,
	 - communication strategy (including follow-up),
	 - delivery logistics
	 - selection of methods/techniques to be used in the engagement.

	 Whilst there are many interrelated issues, not included in this list, no effective 
Engagement Plan (EP) would overlook any of the above components.

•	 Finally, scheduling intermittent review periods, both during and after the engagement 
process is complete, is a key criterion of the Engagement Plan.

•	 The review process should also be used towards the end of the planning phase, to 
evaluate the quality of the engagement plan, prior to any engagement taking place.
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C2. Content of an Engagement Plan

A good engagement plan should include or consider the following issues:

•	 Budget. An adequate budget is essential, including setting aside time for staff who 
need to be involved

•	 Timeline. Be realistic about how long things take and always allow more rather than 
less time for planning and for people to get involved. Remember that time is needed 
between events for work to be completed and to be taken to the next stage.

•	 Key dates and actions including when final decisions need to be taken, and by 
whom, are all part of the planning process and should be part of the engagement 
plan.

•	 Methods. There are many different participatory/engagement techniques which 
can be adopted, and indeed a range of methods are useful at different stages of 
the consultation process. For further information on the different methodologies 
and techniques available a useful publication to refer to would be “The Community 
Planning Handbook” by Nick Wates, published by Earthscan Publications Ltd (2000).  
Careful planning is required to ensure that the various methodologies adopted are 
complementary and work together to make the overall process successful.

•	 Organisational Logistics. Participatory processes require a lot of practical 
arrangements, especially in terms of user-friendly briefing materials and suitable 
venues. In additional to logistical practicalities, consideration should be given to the 
choice of venue with respect to the positive and negative potential effects that this may 
have on the process and its consequent outcomes.

•	 Communication Strategy. Communication is important throughout the engagement 
process. It is needed at the outset to get people interested, during the process so they 
are kept abreast of what is happening, at the end and by way of follow-up, to ensure 
that people are aware of what difference the process has made.  

•	 Follow up. Initial planning needs to consider right from the start:
	 - �How the results will be used, how it will feed into decision-making systems, and 

how the final outcomes will be reported back to the participants and others
	 - �How you will know whether the process has been a success – success criteria can 

be reformulated from the original objectives of the process
	 Appropriate follow up should be carried out as soon as reasonably possible after the 

engagement event takes place.

•	 Defining Outputs. Outputs are the tangible products of any process. Outputs include 
such things as reports, meetings or workshops, exhibitions and leaflets: useful in 
themselves, but alone will not meet the purpose of the engagement process.

	 Defining the desired outputs of the engagement process is a crucial part of the 
engagement plan as it helps the process designer to select the most appropriate 
methodology (different participatory techniques are designed to produce different 
types of outputs); forces people to think through how the outputs will achieve the 
desired outcomes (“how will this meeting help achieve our overall outcomes?”) and 
ensures that the right outputs are produced at the right time.

Outputs can be seen as the building blocks that help create 
the desired outcomes. The success of an exercise should 
therefore never be judged only on the outputs: the holding 

of a meeting does not necessarily mean full achievement of 
the objectives of the overall process.
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D:Engagement Process
It can be some time before one actually starts the engagement process - i.e. where the actions 
outlined by the engagement plan are actually put into practice.

The outputs produced during this time, are the most obvious “measurables” for how the 
process is proceeding. However, some “outputs” have an intrinsic value regardless of whether 
they contribute to the overall outcomes. Exchanging information, for example, can help to 
build trust among participants even if the information itself is of no particular value. Similarly, 
simply having a meeting can sometimes be more important than what the meeting achieves 
because of the opportunity it provided to build or strengthen relationships. Good process design 
(specifically applied to the engagement plan) would include planning for intangible as well as 
tangible gains.

Establishing if the desired outcomes (i.e. the reasons for doing stakeholder engagement in the 
first place) are being achieved - either in part or in full – can only be known through a process 
of ongoing review.  These reviews need to include the perspective of all those involved in the 
process - including whoever is leading the process, decision-makers and participants.

An iterative approach enables a process to adapt to new and unforeseen 
circumstances. No matter how much planning is put in, when working with 
participatory processes the unpredictable is inevitable (be it new political 

agendas or participant responses).

The trick is to have an iterative and flexible approach to managing the process that 
would help you respond to the unpredictable.

Return to 
flowchart
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The final evaluation may also aim to evaluate whether:

	 • �the level of participation (e.g. consultation or partnership) was 
appropriate to the context and type of participants 

	 • the methods and techniques were appropriate and worked as 
expected

	 • the level and range of responses from participants legitimised the 
exercise

	 • the costs were reasonable and within budget 

	 • what was produced and organised (i.e. outputs) helped 
towards achieving the desired outcomes

	 • �the ways in which the responses from the process (such 
as recommendations) were effectively dealt with.

E.Final Evaluation
A final evaluation will need to assess the following key criterion:

	 a) �Whether the (engagement) process met its own aims (i.e. desired outcomes) and originally agreed 
purpose

	 b) Whether the process met the explicit and implicit demands of the participants

	 c) Whether the process met the standards of “good practice” in participatory working

Return to 
flowchart

Go to 
framework
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Elements to include 1 
(strong)

2 3 4 
(weak)

SCOPING 
PROCESS

Clear evidence of purpose, scope, context, stakeholder identification 
and desired outcomes.

Purpose
Clearly defined aims and objectives, agreed by all parties involved in 
commissioning it. Clear how the outputs will be used to ensure the 
desired outcomes are achieved.

Scope
Clear specific boundaries to the exercise. Level of engagement clearly 
defined. Elements identified that can or cannot be changed. Potential 
risks thoroughly identified & evaluated.

Context

Wider issues detailed and communicated to participants early on, i.e 
historical, political, physical and cultural context of the issue. Links 
with past or present related activities, organisations or consultations, 
policy legal or decision-making parameters, timescale constraints, 
participants’ characteristics and capabilities.

Stakeholder
Identification

Transparent and documented stakeholder identification process 
using a contacts database and based on a coherent understanding 
of the purpose and the context of the process. Tries to include all 
appropriate stakeholders in relevant parts of the process, including 
hard-to-reach groups. Statutory consultees identified.

Desired
Outcomes

Clarity on exactly what is sought as a result of the engagement 
process, and consideration given to the most appropriate methods to 
achieve this.

INSTITUTIONAL
BUY-IN

Key decision-makers in the organisation are fully informed and 
supportive of the engagement plan.

ENGAGEMENT
PLAN

Based on the result of the scoping process & has the backing of 
institutional support.
Clear details documented on all the main components of the 
Stakeholder Engagement process, including clear outline of 
organisational logistics & review schedule & evaluation of plan before 
engagement.

Methods

Different methodologies researched & selected to be appropriate to 
the issues and respective stakeholders. Careful planning for methods 
to be complementary and work together to make the overall process 
successful.

Resources

Budget allocation sufficient to undertake an engagement process 
that will achieve desired outcomes. Clear roles and responsibilities 
detailed and time-lined for all involved in running the process. Those 
with appropriate skills allocated & if necessary trained to undertake 
specific tasks.

Time
Schedule

Realistic time allocations, including that needed between events for 
work to be completed and to be taken to the next stage. Key dates, 
actions & decision deadlines detailed.

Outputs

Clear & tangible outputs agreed prior to engagement activity and 
aligned with specific methodologies to lead to the desired outcome 
of the engagement process. Intrinsic outputs secondary to achieving 
overall outcomes included.

ENGAGEMENT
PROCESS

There is an iterative and flexible approach to managing the process 
that would help in responding to the unpredictable. This is informed 
through an ongoing review process.

REVIEW
PROCESS

The review process is iterative and structured to inform those involved 
in the engagement process (and others) with the information to judge 
whether or not the process is likely to be, or has been, a success, to 
manage risk and to make responsive amendments to the process. 
Contains qualitative and quantitative evaluation criteria.

FINAL
EVALUATION

Evaluates if the process achieved its desired outcomes through 
appropriate level and methods of engagement, involving appropriate 
outputs, stakeholders, and use of budget & staff resources, effective 
response to feedback.
Includes log of lessons learnt for future engagements.
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lessons learned log

PROJECT:

ITEM ISSUE CORRECTIVE ACTION
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Useful Publications

Alan Barr & Stuart Hashagen; ABCD Handbook, a framework for evaluating community development; Community 
Development Foundation Publications (2000)

Alan Barr & Stuart Hashagen; ABCD Trainers’ Resource Pack; community Development Foundation Publications 
(2000)

Christine Sylvest Larsen; Facilitating community involvement: practical guidance for practitioners and policy 
makers; The Research, Development and Statistics directorate (2004)

David Wilcox; The Guide to Effective Participation; Delta Press (1994)

Friends of the Earth; Briefing; Environmental Law Foundation (2003)

G.Chanan, A.West, C.Garratt, J.Humm; Regeneration and Sustainable Communities; Community Development 
Foundation Publications (1999)

Gabriel Chanan; Local Community Involvement, A Handbook for Good Practice; European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (1999)

Guidance on enhancing public participation in local government

Involve Working Paper 1; Exploring Public Participation Approaches (2005)

Julie Lewis & Perry Walker; Participation; New Economics Foundation (1998)

Listen Up; (1999)

Liverpool County Council; Strategic Framework For Community Development; SCCD (2001)

M. Taylor, A. Barr & A.West; Signposts to Community Development (second edition); Community Development 
Foundation Publications (1992)

Nick Wates; The Community Planning Handbook; Earthscan Publications Ltd. (2000)

Office of the Deputy Prime Minister; Planning, Creating Local Development Frameworks A Companion Guide to 
PPS12

Office of the Deputy Prime Minister; Statements of Community Involvement and Planning Applications (2004)

P. Shiner, D. Woolfe & P.Stookes; Environmental Action, a guide for individuals and communities; Environmental 
Law Foundation Publications (2002)

Paul Henderson & David N.Thomas; Skills in Neighbourhood Work; Routledge (2003)

Planning, Consultation Paper on planning policy statement 1: creating sustainable communities; Office of the 
Deputy Prime Minister.

Rupa Sarkar & Alison West; The LSP Guide; Community Development Foundation Publications (2003)

The Audit Commission; Connecting with users and citizens –User Focus; The Audit Commission (2003)

The Audit Commission; User focus and Citizen engagement, learning from comprehensive performance 
assessment; briefing 4.

The Audit Commission; User Focus and Citizen Engagement; The Audit Commission (2003)

The Home Office; Community Cohesion Advice for those designing, developing and delivering Area Based 
Initiatives (ABIs); Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (2003)
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