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Learning objectives 
p  To review and critically discuss engaging the public in 

public health, including underlying theories and 
frameworks, to inform reflexive and competent practice. 
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Assumptions: Everyone …. 

1.  recognizes/believes that public/community engagement is part 
and parcel of the work that we do. It is a mainstream concept. 

2.  has some experience of engaging the public, on an individual 
basis, in public health related work and/or clinical practice. 

3.  has an interest to learn about public engagement (and to 
strengthen their competencies to engage the public) for 
purposes of improving health and wellness.  

4.  appreciates that there are two types of knowledge needed to 
inform decision-making: technical knowledge by scientists and 
phenomenological knowledge by the community, Dyer (2004). 
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Source: Ontario Ministry of Health (OMHO). (2015). At: 
http://health.gov.on.ca/en/public/programs/ruralnorthern/report.aspx  
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Public engagement is an important 
public health competency 
p “The very definition of public health leadership calls 

for competence in engagement of people and 
groups. ……. The key aspect of engagement is 
building positive relationships and an environment 
where positive relationships are valued. Public 
health leaders will need to create safe spaces for 
each other to explore leadership in an empowering 
manner.” 
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Source: Vollman, et al. 2014.  
At: https://www.chnc.ca/documents/LCPHPC_Project-EnvironmentalScan_Sep2014Final.pdf  

Public engagement definition 
p Engaging the public in public health refers to 

involving the population in whole or in part with 
equitable involvement of marginalized populations in 
public health concerns/issues during processes such 
as agenda-setting, decision-making, policy-formation, 
implementation activities and evaluation to potentially 
improve the well-being of the population.    
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7 Source: Department Sustainability and Environment, 2005.  

Citizen versus public versus 
community engagement 
p  Public engagement is an umbrella term that generally 

refers to the spectrum of methods with which to consult, 
engage or involve citizens and stakeholder groups in policy 
or program development processes.  

p  Citizen engagement involves citizens (individuals, not 
representatives) in policy or program development, from 
agenda setting and planning to decision-making, 
implementation and review (Sheedy, 2008). 

p  Community engagement is a process of working 
collaboratively with and/or through groups of people 
affiliated by geographic proximity, special interest, or similar 
situations to address issues affecting their well-being (Dept 
Sustainability & Environment, 2005). 8 
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Why do we need frameworks? 
p Common language 
p Systematic approach  
p  Integrating action by recognizing commonalities 
p Provides a basis for evaluation 
p Supports accountability and decision making   

9 Source: National Public Health Partnership, Australia, 2000. 

Framework considerations 
p “ ….. a prerequisite to choosing an engagement 

approach or consultation method is to ask the 
question: what level of engagement is expected 
from the community and for what purpose?  Without 
clearly defining how community members should be 
involved and for what purpose, their potential 
contribution is diluted Dyer (2004).”  
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Source: Health Canada, 2000.  
At: : http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ahc-asc/alt_formats/pacrb-dgapcr/pdf/public-consult/2000decision-eng.pdf  

Levels of involvement and 
decision making 
p  Inform or Educate: Decision has already been made (no 

decision is required) 
p  Gather Information: May not be firm commitment to do 

anything with views collected (important to manage 
expectations) 

p  Discuss: Input may shape policy directions/program 
delivery 

p  Engage: Options generated together will be respected 
p  Partner: Agreement to implement solutions generated by 

citizens and groups 
12 Source: Health Canada, 2000 
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Moving towards community control 
p  Community engagement - a process, involving citizens at 

various levels of participation based on interpersonal 
communication and trust, and a common understanding 
and purpose.  

p  Community governance - a method of community 
engagement that ensures effective involvement and 
empowerment of local community representatives to meet 
the health needs and priorities of the populations within 
local neighbourhood communities.  
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Critical concepts for designing and 
implementing engagement initiatives 
p  Diversity of stakeholders. Involving too diverse of 

partners may divert focus and impede consensus building. 
But, recruitment of organizations into a network can be and 
is often based on previously established relationships 
which perpetuate an existing unequal distribution of power 
(Schmidtke et al, 2010)  

p  Deliberative methods for consensus building. A process 
that reveals underlying values among similar and different 
points of view for consensus based decisions. (Scutchfiled 
et al, 2006).  

p  Equitable representation 15 

Representivity and reciprocal 
accountability 
p  Consider “community leaders” as representatives of the 

public ….high degree of confidence they are actually 
representative of communities and connecting back to them 
(Health Canada, 2000). 

p  Reciprocal accountability – process through which all parties 
take mutual responsibility for their conduct, one to another. 
Require balance based on equity and trust (FNLC, 2005). 

p  Concept of reciprocal accountability contains important 
dimensions of shared accountability, notably accountability of 
each partner to their own governing body (Governance FN 
Health Services, 2011) 
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Source: FN Health Services, 2012.  
At: http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fniah-spnia/alt_formats/pdf/pubs/ 
services/tripartite/vision-eng.pdf  
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Source: FNHA. At: http://www.fnha.ca/about/governance-and-accountability/engagement-process  

Principles / operating rules for 
engagement 
1.  Well-defined purpose and objectives 
2.  Selection of issues for citizen engagement 
3.  Integration of results in the development of policies and plans 
4.  Clear context within which the decisions will be made 
5.  Sharing of information and commitment to early dissemination of 

relevant materials 
6.  Outcomes are not predetermined 
7.  Opportunity to participate 
8.  Accountability for the process 
9.  Reasonable, realistic time frames for public involvement 
10.  Appropriate resource commitments 
11.  Follow-through and reporting 
12.  Commitment to continuous improvement 18 

Source: Health Canada, 2000 
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Exercise 
p  Identify a personal experience with or an example of public 

or community involvement with a public health or related 
issue to improve the well-being of the population 

p  What was the purpose of this involvement? 
p  Share highlights of this experience and/or identify key 

features of this example that illustrate one or more of the 
issues discussed. 
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