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Executive summary 
Social distancing restrictions imposed by the 
UK government to prevent the spread of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has led public participation 
in planning to transition to digital methods. One 
year since the first lockdown, forced reliance on 
digital participation has revealed that the method 
brings a unique set of challenges and benefits 
for both participants and organisers. While these 
challenges and benefits have been evaluated 
in planning, these studies were largely in pre-
pandemic contexts when digital participation was 
not employed on a wide scale. Through a series 
of interviews with practitioners and community 
members, webinars and academic research, we 
seek to explore how they view digital participation 
to conduct community engagement in planning. 
Taking this knowledge forward, we provide our 
suggestions for best practice in what we term the 
‘hybrid approach’.
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Introduction

If there is one lesson we have all learned 
from the pandemic, it is that barriers lead us 
to adapt and overcome. Over one year since 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus, the UK 
has been in three separate lockdowns, forcing 
the government to limit physical contact to 
prevent the spread of disease. In terms of 
work, this has had a universal impact, both in 
the way we collaborate and communicate with 
colleagues. In this planning is no exception, as 
the pandemic has had implications not only for 
private institutions and government authorities, 
but also the volunteer sectors which are often 
locally driven and community led (RTPI, 2020).  

Participation is a fundamental part of planning. 
As Thorpe (2017:567) states, planning “extends 
beyond the work of professional planners, 
and beyond the contributions they solicit from 
outsiders through various consultation and 
engagement processes.” Before the pandemic, 
the majority of public decision making in 
planning took place in town halls, libraries and 
public spaces, while digital participation tools 
such as videoconferencing largely sat in the 
periphery and were not thought to be widely 
applicable or particularly useful in the context 
of participatory planning (see Evans-Cowley 
and Hollander, 2010). ‘Digital Participation’, 
and an extensive list of digital participation 
tools is outlined on page 6.  

However, despite the desire for face-to-face to 
continue as the main method of participation, 
community engagement was forced to switch 
to digital methods due to lockdown restrictions. 
As a result, this has led to drastic impacts for 
engagement in planning, as research has 
shown that online participation can produce 
significantly different dynamics as opposed 
to face-to-face participation methods (Afzalan
and Muller, 2018). These altered dynamics 
create new benefits and challenges for the 
achievement of participatory planning goals, 
and therefore the opinion on this ‘new’ form of 
communication varies (RTPI, 2020). 

One of the main challenges in this is overcoming 
‘digital divides’ and varying levels of ‘digital 
literacy’ found across and within communities
(Andreasson, 2019). In COVID-19 contexts, 
the move to a more digital society has been 
simple for some, but these digital divides and 
digital illiteracy have meant that others have 
had more difficulty or are unable to access and 
subsequently participate fully in transactions 
and discussions that take place due to lack of 
knowledge in using digital tools, or financial 
resources to purchase such tools. As a result, 
moving participation online leads to new issues 
surrounding the equity of participatory planning 
which did not exist in pre-pandemic contexts.
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Analysis of participation 
before the pandemic

Proposed methods for best 
practice after the pandemic

• Format and structure?
• Characteristics?
• Demographics of participants?
• Strengths?
• Weaknesses?
• Is physical participation needed?

• Cultural shift?
• What was lost and gained?
• Strengths?
• Weaknesses?
• Is online participation needed

Analysis of participation 
during the pandemic

In this report, we seek to explore how the 
pandemic and the subsequent transition from 
face-to-face to online participation has affected 
public participation in planning. Through a 
series of interviews with practitioners and 
community body members, we seek to identify 
the main challenges and benefits of public 
participation, and how this differs from face-to-
face methods. Additionally, in collaboration with 
The Glass-House, we conducted a webinar to 
understand participants experiences over the 
past year in the move to online participation.

 In doing this, we will outline the main challenges 
for achieving successful public participation 
in pandemic contexts. Finally, by taking the 
above information into account, this research 
will propose methods for ‘best practice’ in what 
is referred to as a ‘hybrid-approach’ for the 
future of participation in planning.

Figure 1. Format of the report
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Argument visualisation Tools to collect and map the different aspects 
of a debate. They enable participants 
and practitioners to identify different opinions 
and see where ideas diverge and where there 
is consensus 

Consider.It 
Pol.Is 
Deliberatorium

Co-drafting Enable groups to work together to write and 
edit texts

Google Docs 
Quip 
Microsoft Teams

Commenting/providing 
feedback

Collects responses typically to a pre-written 
text

Citizen Space 
Commonplace 
Consider.It

Crowd mapping Allows participants to make suggestions or 
report issues by pinpointing their location on a 
map

Commonplace 
Crowdspot 
Placespeak
Bang The Table 
Pinpoint ConnectALL

Decision-making Organises group discussions in a way that 
facilitates decision making

Consider.It 
Ethelo 
Loomio

Discussion forums Enables the sharing and exploration of 
different opinions and ideas

Reddit 
Discourse 
Facebook groups

Idea generation Allows participants to submit ideas in 
response to a question, challenge or issue

Miro 
Your priorities 
Commonplace
Bang the Table

Interactive Q&As Tools that authorize audience participation 
during talks or presentations

Mentimeter 
Slido

Interactive 
whiteboards

Allows groups to visualise ideas or discussions Miro 
Jamboard 
GroupMap

Knowledgebase Facilitates the collection and organisation of 
knowledge

Stack Overview 
Notion 
Joe Docs

Video-conferencing Tools to facilitate a simulation of discussions 
or debates

Zoom 
Microsoft Teams 
WebEx
Adobe Connect

Voting/prioritisation Enables polling of participants to take place Citizen Lab 
Dialogue 
Mentimeter
Survey Monkey

The online toolbox is the range of programs that planners are beginning to utilise to facilitate 
public participation online. The below table outlines a few of the most popular programs which 
have been or could be adapted and used for community engagement.

Table 1.Types of digital participation, their uses and examples 
Source: Adapted from Hughes (2020) and Rumbul (2019) 
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Litterature review

TRADITIONAL PARTICIPATION METHODS1
The term ‘participation’ has a long history, 
with many proliferating appearances and 
contradictory implications within the contexts 
that it is used (Huxley, 2013). Within different 
cultural and social contexts, understandings of 
participation can be diffused and fragmented 
(Patton, 2005). Thus, it is a difficult task to 
provide an accurate or universally acceptable 
definition of participation. Instead, this literature 
review will focus on the traditional and modern 
forms of participation, based partly on these 
divergent and converging definitions.   

As Shirk et al. (2001) argued, public participation 
is a method which can ‘engage multiple 
stakeholders, make power relationships 
transparent, adapt activities to evolving 
conditions, and encourage both ownership 
and accountability of the management process 
among constituents.’ In this process, it is 
essential to allow people have the right to be 
involved in decision-making which impacts 
them (Wang et al., 2021). With increasing 
numbers of people involved, there are more 
likely to be concerns over the transparency 
and fairness of decision-making processes 
(Liu et al., 2020). Thus, enhancing perceived 
procedural fairness is one of the crucial roles of 
public participation in decision making (Gross, 
2007). This term has been widely adopted 
in diverse fields, including health care, sea 
mining and environmental governance. Also, 
participation is a critical component in urban 
planning.

Research on participation in planning has 
grown since the 1960s, and is rooted in 
wide-ranging protest movements (Thorpe, 
2017). Before these movements, planners 
took a technocratic approach and developed 
comprehensive plans without science (Lane, 
2006). Subsequently, the relationship between 
planners and public was challenged and the 
value of professional expertise was increasingly 
opposed. For instance, Jacobs (1972) noted 
that local communities questioned the planning 
ability of professionals at community level.

Two influential documents were published in 
1969. One was an article written by Sherry 
Arnstein, A Ladder of Citizen Participation, 
which identified the levels of public 
participation from ‘tokenism’ to ‘citizen power’. 
In what is known as ‘Arnstein’s ladder’, eight 
forms of participation are identified, including 
manipulation and therapy (non‐participation); 
informing, consultation, placation (tokenism); 
and partnership, delegated power and citizen 
control (citizen power) (Arnstein, 1969). This 
seminal research remains as a key reference 
when determining what does or does not 
constitute public participation (Thorpe, 2017). 
It is also the classical starting point of many 
participation leaders (Farinosi et al, 2019). 
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The second was Skeffington Committee’s 
report, People and Planning, which was based 
on participation in UK (Skeffington, 1969). In 
this report, the significance of participation in 
planning was formally legitimized (Brownill 
and Inch, 2019). A series of recommendations 
were included in this document. In contrast to 
Arnstein’s theory that relates to the US context, 
the Skeffington report focuses on the role of 
the local planning authority with regards to 
participation as set in place by the Town and 
Country Planning Act (1947) (Huxley, 2013; 
Ward, 2004). Although there are critiques about 
Skeffington report, a concept of regarding 
participation as local self-determination was 
gradually influencing British planning education 
and ‘certain aspirations for practice.’ (Huxley, 
2013).

Smith (1983) argues that one of the key 
features of public participation is the ability to 
input the efforts and opinions of the citizens 
into the decision making within the planning 
system. Rydin and Natarajan (2016:2) state 
that including locals in the consultation process 
is crucial in order to allow them to “express their 
experiences and knowledge of the local area”.

Table x shows four commonly used methods 
of public participation in the English planning 
system. According to Rowe and Frewer (2000), 
these can be identified into two categories. 
One is the ‘elicit input in the form of opinions’, 
such as public opinion surveys and focus 
groups. The second is the ‘elicit judgments 
and decisions from which actual policy might 
be derived’, including consensus conferences 
and citizens’ juries (Rowe and Frewer, 2000). 

The first approach is the public opinion 
surveys, as outlined in Table x. Since 
participants cannot have resources through 
structured access to enable them to make 
good decisions, such situations may lead to 
biases and misunderstandings that are almost 
impossible for resolution. This method also has 
its advantages, which lie in clarifying bases of 
different views and figuring out the values that 
underlie opinions, instead of setting a clear 
direction for policy makers (Rowe and Frewer, 
2000).

Citizen 
control

Delegated power
Degrees of citizen power

Degrees of tokenism

Nonparticipation

Partnership

Placation

Consultation

Informing

Therapy

Manipulation

Figure x: Ladder of participation
Source: Arnstein (1969)
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The second consensus conferences method 
may be difficult to cope with the scientific 
and technological issues alone. This kind of 
conference may work when the communities 
are faced with some complex problems 
that are unreasonable to expect everyone 
to fully understand these problems as well. 
Thus, according to Joss and Durant (1995), 
potentially, consensus conferences may 
constructively contribute to democratic politics.

Third approach is citizens’ juries, which is 
defined by Gooberman‐Hill, Horwood and 
Calnan et al (2008) as a method that ‘sit at the 
upper end of the Arnstein’s ladder.’ However, 
critics like Qvortrup (2007) think citizens’ juries 
were criticized that they can be manipulated in 
some degree and fail to genuinely reflect freely 
considered opinions of people. Moreover, 
lack of representativeness (small number of 
people involved) and the lack of transparency 
are the main drawbacks that experts 
criticised (Graham, 2007; McLaverty, 2009).

The last one is the use of focus groups. This 
method is useful to reflect what the opinions 
of public at a point in time. However, there 
are some disputes about this method. Innes 
and Booher (2000) think it cannot fall into 
the category of public participation, as public 
cannot interact with the decision makers or 
planners. They call ‘focus groups’ as the 
‘pseudo participation’, as citizens are regarded 
as the objects of research, who cannot actively 
participate in policy making process (Innes and 
Booher, 2000).

Participation has been extensively researched 
since the 1960’s, however the current 
pandemic, has opened the door for new 
participation practices through digital methods. 
Some modern methods such as e-democracy 
platforms and social GIS (Geographic 
Information Systems) applications can provide 
new affordances and opportunities for public 
participation (Farinosi, 2019). 

Table x: Recommendations of the Skeffington Committee
Source: The Skeffington Report (1969)

People should be kept informed

Information on opportunities for involvement should be available

Participation should be continuous but key ‘pauses’ should focus on discussion of choices and local 
authority proposal

Local authorities should consider setting up community forums

Plans and proposals should be clearly publicised 

Community development officers should be employed to widen involvement 

People should be informed of the effects of their participation

People should be involved in background research to inform plans

Efforts should be made to educate the public about planning matter 
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Digital participation has increasingly been 
taken up by organisations and authorities 
that are keen to widen the reach of their 
participation. Rumbul (2019) discusses the 
different arrangements for digital engagement 
that tend to be used in the local authority 
arena, these are depicted in the diagram 
below. These have tended to be top-down in 
nature, largely based on one-way interaction 
and yielded narrow outcomes (Rumbul, 2019).

Digital participation can take various forms, 
ranging from virtual meetings and information 
sharing exercises to software enabling 
participants to share ideas and propose 
suggestions for future development. Different 
tools will be suitable in different contexts and 
settings depending upon the purpose of the 
consultation. Hughes (2020), writing for Involve 
- a public participation charity - categorises 
the different types of participation and offers 
explanations for their use.

It is widely acknowledged that it is important 
to empower citizens to take an active role in 
shaping their neighbourhoods, to increase 
the legitimacy of local government, but more 
importantly, to provide local insights to inform 
policy (Rumbul, 2019). In an effort to improve 
information gathering, digital participation 
has been deployed to complement the more 
traditional methods of participation, such 
as community meetings and presentations. 
As a result, there has been a clear move by 
many authorities and organisations towards 
incorporating more digital methods into 
the planning system to engage with more 
participants and gather wider opinions (Rumbul, 
2019). The question of whether the move 
to digital could lead to a potential ‘paradigm 
shift’ in the way participation in planning is 
delivered is explored by Evans-Cowley and 
Hollander (2010). Subsequently, they argue (in 
pre-pandemic contexts) that digital modes of 
participation would not gain significant traction 
due to insufficient technological development 
and case-specific use (Evans-Cowley and 
Hollander, 2010). However, the circumstances 
brought on by the pandemic have demonstrated 
how restrictions on social gatherings and 
interactions have forced engagement 
to move online, pushing authorities and 
organisations to adapt quickly to continue to 
consult during the pandemic (RTPI, 2020). 

FORMS OF DIGITAL PARTICIPATION2

Forms of 
digital participation

Citizen 
panel

Information 
provision

Social 
media

Customer 
service

Consultation 
survey

Figure x: Forms of digital participation 
Source: Adapted from Rumbul (2019)
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Stelzle and Noennig (2017) have considered 
different tools and methods for online 
participation in Germany. Their work 
summarises and compares the different 
tools in a comparative database that enable 
practitioners to quickly and easily find 
information and examples of each tool in 
practice. Stelzle and Noennig (2017) assessed 
70 different tools and methods of participation. 
Following this, they classified the tools in terms 
of the level of participation they provide; from 
information to consultation, collaboration up to 
empowerment, to compare the different tools. 
Stelzle and Noennig (2017) found that there are 
a small number of methods that are frequently 
applied by municipality governments, whereas 
there are a small number of more pioneering 
approaches being used in the larger, more 
resourceful cities that better suited to 
experimenting with approaches. 

However, online participation tools are not 
perfect. It is possible for existing barriers to 
participation to still appear and it can even 
heighten them in some circumstances. Afzalan 
and Muller (2018) conclude that issues around 
privacy, ethics, security and equity should still 
remain key considerations when exploring 
online participation.  

Further to this, Afzalan and Muller (2018) 
highlight the costs involved in initiating digital 
methods as a key obstacle in increasing online 
participation. It is important to recognise the 
barriers for Local Authorities and Organisations 
in initiating digital participation. The work of 
Falco and Kleinhans (2018) discusses this 
from the point of view of Local Government 
and identifies a series of challenges, including 
internet accessibility and varying levels of digital 
literacy, pre-existing institutional frameworks, 
keeping pace with technological advancements 
and data management, process related 
challenges, intra-organisational cultures and 
the availability of human resources. 

By increasing access to wider knowledge and 
valuable local experiences, digital participation 
has the potential to enhance decision-making 
and outcomes (Munster et. al., 2017; Rumbul, 
2019). By ensuring that an appropriate 
participation tool is used and ideally in 
combination with physical consultation and 
participation methods, digital participation has 
the potential to overcome numerous barriers 
that face traditional participation tools (Munster 
et. al., 2017). Digital participation can give 
greater knowledge, experiences, opinions and 
insight which in turn can lead to the formulation 
of more reliable evidence bases for planners 
and urban designers, encouraging more 
interaction and communication and is iterative 
throughout the plan process, rather than 
sequential, as is often the case with traditional 
methods (Munster et. al., 2017).

An interesting example of digital engagement in 
practice is Wilson et. al. (2019) and the review 
they conduct of the Change Explorer smart 
watch application that enables participants 
to easily and quickly reflect and comment on 
changes in their environment, whilst in situ. 
The use of the Change Explorer application 
is particularly relevant as it successfully 
simplified the consultation process, which 
undoubtedly reduced some of the barriers to 
engagement that tend to exist (Wilson et. al., 
2019) and thus, improved participation. Whilst 
Change Explorer is not suitable to all stages of 
consultation due its simplified nature, it does 
present an interesting reflection on the benefit 
of presenting information in a manageable 
and understandable way for participants to 
comment quickly (Wilson et. al., 2019). 

In incorporating technology into the planning 
system more widely, there is potential to 
vastly improve the relationship between those 
responsible for planning cities and citizens 
who reside in them (Hasler and Chenal, 
2017). By establishing a better connection 
between these parties, more sustainable 
and more responsive planning outcomes 
can emerge (Hasler and Chenal (2017).  
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The Covid-19 pandemic forced engagement to move online, pushing 
authorities and organisations to adapt quickly to continue to consult 
during the pandemic. Whilst it is too soon to make assertions about 
what participation will look like in the future, it seems likely that more 
consultation and engagement will be done digitally, rather than relying 
solely on traditional, face-to-face methods. 

The Government also appears to be promoting and supporting the use 
of more digital methods. The ‘Planning for the Future’ White Paper 
published in August 2020, sets out a vision for early and enhanced 
engagement at the plan-making stage, supported by visual and map-
based information presented in innovative ways and the use of digital 
technology to improve public understanding (RTPI, 2020).  

In December 2020, The Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) published 
a report entitled ‘The Future of Engagement’. The report includes 
reflections on how approaches to engagement have changed and what 
might happen in the future. 

The RTPI (2020) report concludes that digital technology and more 
innovative forms of engagement are highly likely to be embedded to 
engagement in the future. The RTPI (2020) summarise the changes that 
have occurred in terms of the approach to engagement and provides 
practitioners with useful insight ahead of embarking upon consultation 
during the pandemic and into the future.

COVID AND POST-PANDEMIC PARTICIPATORY PLANNING3

Image X. RTPI report



14

• The pandemic has sped-up the use of digital engagement, but 
levels of adaptations have varied between organisations 

• Digital engagement has been legitimised and accepted by the 
public and decision makers 

• Further training is needed to ensure that teams have adequate 
skills to used tools innovatively and effectively 

• Whilst online engagement has been embraced, it cannot fully 
replace all face-to-face methods 

• Digital engagement can enable practitioners to reach a wider 
audience, but this is not guaranteed to be achieved 

• The pandemic has heightened the importance of diversity and 
inclusion in engagement 

• It is more important than ever to work with established networks 
and advocates to reach traditionally excluded sections of society 

• The importance of digital tools being designed by diverse groups 
to ensure greater inclusivity 

• The pandemic has generated a greater focus and interest in the 
‘local’ and this is changing the way participants engage

Figure X. Main conclusions from the RTPI report
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Research methods

RESEARCH AIM AND QUESTIONS

The primary aim of our project is to formulate best practice 
recommendations for digital online participation post COVID-19. 
To achieve this aim we set out three research questions: 

• How have practitioners adapted to COVID-19 constraints 
and what have been the benefits? 

• What have been the main challenges in terms of online 
participation during COVID-19? 

• Considering experience of digital participation, what are 
participants expectations going forward?

RESEARCH STRATEGY

To explore how participation has changed post-pandemic, we employed 
a mixed approach research strategy, involving semi-structured interviews 
and participatory research which included the attendance and facilitation 
of online events. We also undertook desk-based research of secondary 
sources to gain an understanding of the face-to-face and digital 
participatory methods before COVID-19, as well as explore the limited 
literature on changes since the pandemic. Our research was carried out 
in collaboration with national charity The Glass-House Community Led 
Design.  We used their events as a basis for our research. However, to 
expand our understanding, interviews and participatory research from 
other organisations were also carried out.  

Image 1. The Glass-House webinar - 
‘Co-designing in the time of COVID’
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DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES

Semi-Structured Interviews 

To collect primary data, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with a range 
of different stakeholders involved in public 
participation related to planning. This method 
provides in depth insight into participants 
experiences (Doody and Noonan 2013). 
Participants were recruited by sending out 
an email to them outlining the purpose of the 
study and asking if they would be willing to 
participate. The list of possible interviewees 
was collated through our own contacts, either 
from organisations we were aware of in our 
local area or links through our employers. In 
preparation for the interviews, we created a

Community Planning Group 
(anonymous)

An independent campaign working on a local 
redevelopment, co-ordinated by a steering group which 
represents a number of local community groups. 

Hayatsu Architects Architecture firm running the Cerebos Gardens project.

Woking Borough Council Council involved in running online planning 
consultations. Interview was conducted with a planning 
Officer

London Community Council 
(anonymous)

Chairman for a London based Community Council led 
by residents to improve the sense of community and 
increase the quality of life for residents.

Glasshouse, Student online 
event facilitator 

Bartlett Planning student volunteer.

Perth and Kinross Council Interview conducted with Planning practitioner.

Old Oak and Park Royal 
Development Corporation 

The Local Planning Authority and regeneration delivery 
organisation for a 650-hectare site in west London and 
running the Cerebos Gardens Project.

Sydenham Hill Ridge 
Neighbourhood Forum

Community led organisation working to keep the Ridge 
an attractive and vibrant place to live.

SEC Newgate Insights and research-driven global strategic 
communications and advocacy group which provide 
a range of services including public engagement. 
Interview with account director from the planning team

list of questions that could guide conversation
and answer our research questions. Throughout 
the interviews, some questions (see Apendix 1)
were adapted or changed depending on the flow 
of the conversation (Doody and Noonan 2013). 
One interview was conducted via email and the 
remainder were held via video conference.   

Due to the nature of the data collection, the 
research involved some degree of ethical risk. 
To mitigate this, each interviewee was sent a 
consent form to fill in, or consent was agreed 
verbally. Each interviewee was given the option 
of anonymity and were asked if they consented 
to the interview being recorded. 

Table 2. List of participants in this study
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Participatory Research 

Attending Online Events 
We attended six online events as participants, 
giving an insight into examples of digital 
methods used in online planning participation, 
as well as the opportunity to experience the 
event as a participant. 

From the CHIT webinar we were able to draw 
out a case study, the N/M20 Cork to Limerick 
Road Improvement Scheme, which we later 
used in our analysis. 

Facilitating Online Events 
Our main form of participatory research was 
through the co-chairing on an online event 
with The Glass-House, ‘Co-Design in the 
Time of Covid’, held on Zoom with around 65 
participants.  As well as being a space through 
which we could experience facilitating an online 
event, it was also used as an opportunity to 
collect responses from event attendees about 
their experience of digital participation.  Miro, 
an online whiteboard, was used as a tool to 
further engage with participants and collect 
their comments and experiences around 
digital participation. Mentimeter, an interactive 
presentation software, was used to create 
word clouds that participants could add to 
about their experiences of online participation. 
These responses were then used in our 
analysis. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

The interviews conducted were transcribed 
and coded to draw out key themes to answer 
our research questions. We also discussed 
and reflected on our own experiences of the 
online participatory events as both facilitators 
and attendees to further support these themes.   

LIMITATIONS

Our study has some limitations which are 
important to highlight.  The interviews relied on 
responses from participants contacted via email 
which meant several of the emails we sent out 
did not receive a response. This affected the 
range and size of our sample. 
As the topic area is new, particularly in relation 
to digital participation with COVID-19 there are 
few academic articles around the subject which 
limited our desk-based research. Additionally, 
practitioners and communities still have limited 
experience of online participation methods. 
When further research emerges and online 
participation becomes more commonplace, 
this could prompt new ideas or questions that 
we had not considered. 
The changing nature of COVID-19 mean there 
is some degree of speculation to what the future 
will look like in relation to online participation in 
planning. The short amount of time in which we 
had to conduct the study means there is limits to 
our understanding of what any future changes 
may look like because of the pandemic.

Online events attended: 

• The Glass-House - The Air We Share: Inclusion and Policy
• The Glass-House - Harnessing the Elements: Towards Zero-

Carbon Neighbourhoods
• The Glass-House - Water Works: People and Materiality in 

Places
• Create Streets - Digital Planning Webinar
• Landmark Chambers and Pinsent Masons Webinar
• Chartered Institution of Highways and Transportation (CHIT) 

Webinar

Figure . List of online events attended
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Analysis

COVID-19 restrictions on face-to-face 
meetings have meant that those operating 
in the urban planning and design fields have 
been forced to either suspend or adapt their 
public engagement process to a digital form. 
In this section, we attempt to answer our first 
research question relating to the benefits of 
conducting public participation online. 

Digital participatory planning before 
Covid-19 
It is important to stress that most interviewees 
had already started to use some digital 
technologies to reach out to the public, 
prior to the pandemic. When asked what 
tools were used at the time, respondents 
mentioned emails, online surveys, advertising 
consultation on social media, websites 
and blogs, as well as planning portals for 
the local authorities that were interviewed. 
We understood that the public was often 
encouraged to submit forms or respond to 
surveys online for practical reasons, enabling 
practitioners to analyse data more efficiently. 

Nevertheless, a planning officer specified that 
it could never be mandatory to be conscious of 
the demographics of participants, implying that 
some had limited digital literacy. Mostly, the 
online tools used remained secondary to in-
person meetings, workshops and street stalls, 

HOW HAVE PRACTITIONERS ADAPTED TO COVID-19 CONSTRAINTS AND WHAT 
HAVE BEEN THE BENEFITS?1

which made up most of the public engagement 
strategy. A project manager from a London 
planning authority told us that such digital tools 
were set up to comply with “best practice” and 
to “give people a chance to mull over things and 
have a think about things before they put their 
views forward”. Such “1-way communication” 
(Münster et al. 2017), referring to polls, surveys 
and newsletters, tended to be conducted online 
even prior to face-to-face restrictions, due to 
their low engagement level. 

We questioned practitioners on how they had 
adapted to new constraints when the pandemic 
hit. All interviewees confirmed that they had 
made an active effort to carry on conducting 
the “2-way” or synchronous aspect of their 
public participation strategy, i.e. in-person 
events, through digital alternatives. All started 
to turn towards videoconferencing software to 
replicate real-life meetings, often using virtual 
breakout rooms to manage smaller group work 
and discussions. 

“We had to move almost all of our 
engagement online, as most people 

did, and we had to adapt, really, really 
quickly.” - Communications officer at a 

London planning authority   



21

The convenience of meeting online 
From their experience, respondents reported numerous 
benefits of engaging the public remotely. There was 
a consensus on the convenience of meeting online, 
emphasising how much easier participation had been “for 
people […] after work” or “for someone who has childcare 
responsibilities”. Recording such live events enabled people 
to play back meetings in case they were interested but not 
able to attend. When asking attendees of our Glass-House 
workshop what they appreciated about digital participation; 
accessibility, flexibility, inclusivity and convenience featured 
prevalently, emphasising that online events had the capacity 
to reach groups which would not normally attend. 

As pointed out by one respondent from a community planning 
campaign, this digital format was particularly beneficial for 
those with disabilities. This also applies to less confident 
personalities who reported that the use of the chat function 
and the possibility of turning the camera off allowed them to 
feel less exposed when expressing their views. In this way, 
the digital format “democratises voices”. More specifically in 
terms of key stakeholders such as senior politicians and civil 
servants, two respondents indicated that they could now be 
involved more frequently, which was described as valuable for 
the successful development of a planning or design project.  

“You felt more confident 
to speak […]. Or if you felt 

nervous, you could just 
take your camera off. You 

didn’t have to feel exposed” 
- Community engagement 
organiser at a community 

planning campaign   

Figure X. The Glass-House webinar ‘Co-designing in the time of COVID’, 
Mentimeter response to “What do you like about physical participation”
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“It has helped people to think 
about how to do things in 
different ways, rather than 
just following this repetitive 
formula that we do every 

single consultation, and you 
can make it more bespoke 

to what you’re doing.” – 
Account director at strategic 

communications firm

Access to a wider public?  
Despite this, there was not a unanimous feeling that these digital 
meetings enabled a larger and wider participation demographics. 
This may be due to the recency of these measures, implemented just 
over a year prior, which has made it difficult to judge their effects. No 
doubt, hindsight will offer a better perspective on these questions. 
Only one interviewee was able to present precise data about an 
increase in participants. The chairman of a London community council 
reporting that the turnout of councillors had doubled. Similarly, 38,000 
participants were engaged and consulted over 8 weeks in the Cork 
to Limerick Improvement Scheme, which was a lot more than could 
be anticipated for in-person events.  Others simply argue that they 
attracted a “much wider breadth of people and ages”. Despite this, not 
all interviewees agreed that participation had increased with the move 
to digital. One planning officer asserted that there was no noticeable 
change in this matter, for a reason that will later be explored in the report.

The experimentation of innovative and creative digital tools  
From talking to practitioners, one further benefit for adapting to new 
constraints was the effort invested in developing experimental ways of 
involving the public in planning and design decisions. Until Covid-19, 
only a small number of pioneering approaches in digital participation 
were explored in the planning field (Stelzle and Noennig 2017). This 
period made it necessary for some practitioners to innovate beyond 
using videoconferencing technologies alone. They reported having 
to become more creative to maintain interest, attempting to make the 
process more exciting for participants.

The majority of practitioners interviewed saw the benefits of 
experimentation. They did so by developing their website, creating an 
online drive with publicly accessible planning information, using targeted 
ads on social media, and even putting together a podcast series. When 
facilitating meetings via videoconferencing, four organisations told us 
they managed to keep online meetings interactive with the help of live 
polling tools like Slido or Mentimeter, or using a shared online whiteboard 
such as Miro where participants could comment and organise their 
ideas visually. 

More creatively, a communications firm and one London planning 
authority developed bespoke participation platforms, hosted on 
Commonplace and Bang the Table, where participants pin their 
comments on uploaded maps and plans. For the Cork to Limerick 
Road Improvement Scheme, Pinpoint ConnectALL was used to create 
a similar platform; notably on which online private meetings could be 
booked with private experts. When asked about the platforms, they 
described them as “dynamic and innovative”, “exciting”, keeping people 
engaged in various ways and at different times, and a useful way of 
extracting even more relevant evidence for planners and designers.    
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Setting up a consistent narrative online 
For the practitioners interviewed, managing 
participation online has enabled them to set a 
consistent narrative which could be communicated 
more uniformly, either in a synchronous or 
asynchronous way. It has also meant that voices 
could be collected on a more regular basis, making 
the engagement strategy iterative (Munster et al. 
2017) rather than based around sporadic meetings 
in between which people tend to forget more easily. 
In this way, more knowledge is accumulated over 
time, necessarily in a structure which is easy to 
share, analyse and visualise.

“One real benefit of [a consultation 
platform], versus the more traditional 
Zoom meetings, is it’s open 24/7 so 
it’s really convenient for people to 

engage.” - Communications officer at 
London planning authority 

Image X. Miro board used by participants in the Glass-House webinar 
‘Co-designing in the time of COVID’
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WHAT HAVE BEEN THE MAIN CHALLENGES IN TERMS OF ONLINE 
PARTICIPATION DURING COVID-19?2

Our second research question relates to 
identifying challenges with the use of online 
participation techniques. As with the rest 
of this report, this will primarily focus on 
the experiences of interviewees who have 
had to adapt and change because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. From interviewees’ 
responses it was possible to identify several 
commonalities when it came to challenges 
with undertaking participation online. 

Access and confidence 
The most stated challenge can be broadly 
summarised as concerns over access to, and 
confidence in using, the technology required 
to undertake online participation. Several 
interviewees raised the issue of technological-
based exclusion. It was expressed, by some, 
that people without the means to access 
(either through direct access or skillsets) the 
necessary devices and services might have 
their ‘ability to engage’ inhibited in comparison 
to those members of the community that do 
not face similar issues. Moreover, for a few 
interviewees, this concern extending even to 
some who could access the necessary tools. 
It was felt that some participants having a 
general lack of confidence was leading to a 
degradation in the quality of the engagement. 

“I think you're going to exclude people who […] don't have the technology, can't 
afford the technology […] you know that [with] the Digital deficit or whatever it's 

called, […] you are definitely going to exclude some people.” - an interviewee from 
a Community Planning Group 

Furthermore, challenges with technological 
confidence equally appeared to extend to the 
leaders of sessions too. Several interviewees 
mentioned – especially in the initial setting up 
of processes when they shifted online, in the 
earlier days of the pandemic – differing levels of 
“embracement of digital.” It was pointed out that 
this was leading to variations in how sessions 
were being run or set up and consequently 
again impacting on the quality of engagement. 

Additionally, another interviewee from 
a Neighbourhood Forum, identified that 
differences in technological skills and 
confidence resulted in it becoming difficult as an 
organisation to agree on how meetings would 
be run online. With a limited budget, such friction 
was caused by how to run these meetings 
that the strategy with favoured by the majority 
led to “resignations from the working group.” 
Easy management of large online participation 
meetings was also expressed by many 
interviewees as being a particular challenge 
in relation to balancing wider consultation with 
the ability to still ‘enable good participation.’
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Types and quality of engagement 
Relatedly, several interviewees highlighted that through running 
online participation sessions they had struggled to replicate the more 
natural, in-person, techniques that they would have otherwise used to 
encourage engagement from attendees. This is particularly concerning 
as, as mentioned in the previous paragraph, encouraging engagement 
is more crucial online as participants may be less confident with the 
technology. One interviewee - interestingly contrary to some findings 
related to research question 1 - described participants in sessions that 
they had run being ‘very shy’, especially at the beginning of meetings. 
Additionally, they outlined that whilst this ‘shyness’ often lessened 
as a meeting went on, it is still a challenge to ‘encourage people to 
speak’, especially if they don’t want or aren’t able to ‘show their faces.’ 

However, an interviewee from the same organisation also detailed that 
whilst these challenges exist, there is still the possibility of dialogue 
between organisers and participants and the ability to ask questions and 
engage dynamically. Even when an audience is more reluctant to engage, 
the potential to do so is still more beneficial than the online alternatives, 
such as a survey where ‘there’s no conversation going on’ whatsoever.

Reduced diversity of participants 
Another challenge that some of the interviewees raised regarding the 
use of online participation is a reduction in the diversity of consultees in 
some instances. This came as a surprise when considering other findings 
from this research - in relation to research question 1, for instance - 
describe the ability for online methods to open participation to a wider 
and more varied audience. An interviewee expressed this feeling when 
comparing online forms of participation with what they termed ‘on the 
street’ methods. They stated that they achieved greater ‘diversity on the 
street,’ as this in-person participation allowed for the active targeting of 
a more varied sample of participants. This interviewee stated, ‘on the 
street’ there is an ability to think “I’ve just spoken to a man, I’m going to 
speak to a woman,” something thxey felt was not as possible with online 
participation. Moreover, the same interviewee outlined that in their 
experience – working for a community planning group – there was at 
times a particular difficulty in ensuring diversity in the age of participants 
with a difficulty encouraging greater engagement from younger people. 

This contrasted with this interviewee’s presumptions that “younger 
people would have been much more likely to respond online.” However, 
it was felt that a potential reason for this – suggesting that this may only 
be an issue for consultation on certain issues – was due to a lack of taking 
“more effort to make contact with young people through schools or youth 
workers.” In reflection, this interviewee suggested that more young 
people could be engaged in online participation, and thus mitigate this 
challenge, by getting “young people involved” not only in participating 
but also in leading and organising such consultation processes.

“It is really about getting 
those young people 
involved and saying 
you need to lead this 

consultation, because we 
don't have the tools and 
even if we have snapchat 

we're not going to be 
reaching the people that 
need to be reached.” - 
an interviewee from a 
Community Planning 

Group 
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Videoconferencing Fatigue 
A final challenge raised with online participation related to the 
greater amount of time being spent on a computer or other devices 
because of the pandemic and shifting working patterns. The term 
‘Zoom fatigue’ – i.e., the fatigue experienced because of spending 
prolonged periods of time on video meetings – was referenced by 
several interviewees as being something that they were aware of and 
actively trying to avoid contributing towards. 

Moreover, it also featured prominently – as shown in the above 
word-cloud - as a response from participants of The Glass-House 
workshop that we led to the question What don’t you like about 
digital participation? One interviewee acknowledged that the local 
authority they worked for had “adapted more innovative […] and 
more interesting ways to engage to avoid [Zoom fatigue].”

Figure X. The Glass-House webinar ‘Co-designing in the time of COVID’, 
Mentimeter response to “What don’t you like about digital participation”
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Discussion 
This section of the report demonstrated the challenges that 
interviewees highlighted regarding their use of online participation 
techniques. The most expressed concern across the interviewees 
related to access to and confidence with the use of the technology 
required to run consultations online. There was an expressed 
fear that an equality issue, in which people without access to the 
technology required or the skillsets necessary, might be created 
or exacerbated. 

Furthermore, a point was made by some interviewees regarding 
the challenges related to confidence with the required technology 
they faced as organisers, especially early in the pandemic, with the 
initial shift to online methods. In addition, other commonly raised 
challenges centred around a sense that the types of conversations 
and thus engagement that could be achieved through online 
methods was reducing the quality and dynamism of participation, 
especially when compared to more ‘natural’ interactions that are 
possible through in-person sessions. Alongside these challenges, 
other interviewees raised concerns around online participation’s 
potential to contribute towards fatigue and, perhaps surprisingly, a 
potential reduction in the diversity of respondents.

However, when looking over these identified challenges a 
commonality does become apparent. Arguably, none of the 
challenges highlighted by interviewees are impossible to resolve. 
In some cases – such as with ‘Zoom fatigue’ – interviewees 
expressed that they were already finding ways to mitigate against 
them. Moreover, even with more complex challenges that relate to 
broader structural issues such as equal access to the necessary 
technology and skillsets, an inherent mitigation appears to be 
on the horizon in the form of the post-pandemic ‘new normal’. 
As this report makes clear, there is great potential for future in 
which participation in planning combines online and face-to-face 
methods. Doing so allows the benefits of online to be realised 
whilst remaining challenges can be mitigated through continuing a 
non-online form of participation too.
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Image X. Miro board used by participants in the Glass-House webinar 
‘Co-designing in the time of COVID’
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The Covid-19 Pandemic has forced significant 
changes in term of digital participation within 
planning. It is not yet clear what the future 
holds for public participation. 

Creativity in public participation in the 
future  
As previously mentioned, interviewees have 
stated that due to the pandemic, there is 
more opportunity to be creative in ways 
of targeting different demographics using 
diverse engagement styles. One interviewee 
commented that “we’ll probably look to do 
some kind of pop-ups on the street… we’ll be 
looking at different activities, mixing it up for 
the audience”. Similarly, another interviewee 
commented that they needed to “look at what 
works (in participation), what doesn’t and 
challenge to change it” and “you need to adapt 
and change things that have been in place for 
a long time”. There is an increased awareness 
amongst practitioners that creatively amending 
forms of participation can help to ensure more 
impactful engagement. A participant in our 
study recognised that the pandemic has forced 
practitioners to “tailor the consultation to the 
project- because each project has different 
audiences... [with] different needs”. Similarly, 
in the Glasshouse webinar attended by our 

research group, one participant noted 
that “digital planning gives the system an 
opportunity to innovate”. Looking forward, 
there is an increased interest in how 
organisations engage more efficiently through 
utilising more creative solutions. Although 
much of the discussion surrounded creative 
digital solution, the topic of new face-to-face 
activities is prevalent. 

However, a significant point made by 
Create Street, webinar on Digital Planning, 
acknowledged that Local Authorities lack 
resources, time and effort may result in face-
to-face interaction being the main form of 
participation in the future. This was also argued 
in the RTPI’s “The future of Engagement” 
recommending that further training is required 
in organisations to ensure that planning teams 
have adequate skills to use the digital tools 
efficiently (RTPI, 2020).

CONSIDERING EXPERIENCE OF DIGITAL PARTICIPATION, WHAT ARE PARTICIPANTS’ 
EXPECTATIONS GOING FORWARD?3 

“Digital engagement opens the door for 
more participation and consultation” Digital 
Engagement and getting the most out of 

consultation webinar. 
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Hybrid forms of public participation
A Hybrid model in participation, is comprised of face-to-face and digital 
engagement methods. Seven out of nine interviewees commented that 
their organisation projected to have a hybrid approach when conducting 
engagement in the future. However, this is dependent on whether the 
organisation is informing, collectively creating or consulting with the 
general public (Arnstein, 1969). An interviewee mentioned “We are 
interested in getting involved with the relevant community in the making 
of the project, by organising a series of workshops to produce thing 
implemented/embedded in the built form. This is not possible online”, 
indicating the favorability of a hybrid approach. 

Similarly, when prompted about mixing methods, a Chairman for a 
Community Council in London acknowledged that legally they must 
conduct face-to-face meetings from May 2021, yet also remarked: “we 
have not considered yet to do blended meetings, but it might be something 
we have to do in the future”. Eight of the participants interviewed agreed 
that digital media is here to stay. A webinar on the N/M20 Cork to Limerick 
Improvement Scheme recognized that through digital engagement there 
is “easier access to information from any device, it is flexible, accessible 
to most people and it includes lots more options”. 

However, a running theme between all the interviewees is that face-to-
face interaction remains important, with one participant commenting: 
“A meaningful conversation is important, especially you can provide 
reassurance. Which can’t be ever replicated online, (we hope) in the 
future (face-to-face engagement) could be brought back”. From the 
above findings, it seems clear that face-to-face participation will remain 
a crucial element of participatory planning after lockdown restrictions are 
lifted.

Image X. Miro board used by participants in the Glass-House webinar 
‘Co-designing in the time of COVID’
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Future perceptions of safety in face-to-face 
engagement
One issue which was brought up in the interviews was 
that it will take a while for participants to feel confident 
with face-to-face interaction once it can resume. One 
participant considered “whether it would be safe to meet 
physically again” whilst another expressed that digital 
engagement will continue as “it will take a while for people 
to feel confident to go into public events”, possibly due 
to lowered attendance. It is projected that it is dependent 
how long and when the pandemic ends, will give an 
indication on how people will feel participating in face-to-
face participation. At this point it is pure speculation on 
what will happen and how people will want to engage on 
planning issues in the future. 

Exclusion in digital engagement and the future of 
public participation
Another issue identified was related to how digital methods 
can exclude certain demographics from participating in 
consultation. The RTPI’s recent report on ‘The Future of 
Engagement’ outlines how the pandemic has heightened 
the importance of diversity and inclusion (RTPI, 2020). 
Similarly, The Chairman of a London Community Council 
acknowledged that there is a “real concern around the 
exclusion of people”. A webinar organised by Landmark 
Chambers and Pinsent Mason on digital engagement 
expressed that those being excluded are “not just older 
populations, but also certain types of socio-economic 
deprivation” and that there is a “risk of marginalising them 
further”. There was a recognition by the interviewees 
that face-to-face engagement methods are important to 
prevent further exclusion, with an interviewee recognising 
the importance of the hybrid form of participation, “it’s 
always going to be a mix. It’s never a case of one size fits 
all”. In summary, if participation is to continue online, the 
issue of exclusion will need to be addressed through other 
forms of participation such as sending out leaflets, letters, 
or through phone conservations.

“It doesn’t have to be digital 
vs. traditional practices – 
There can be a mixture of 

different practices for different 
contexts/situations” Create 

Streets Digital Planning 
Webinar  
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Increased participation through digital methods and 
the future of engagement
Due to the pandemic, the move to digital participation has 
opened doors for practitioners to reach a wider audience. 
This was analysed in-depth in research question one and 
two. However, taking this into consideration on the projected 
outcome of participation in the future, it is important to see 
how this could encourage practitioners to further utilize digital 
participation to engage this wider audience.  

The future of public participation is encouraging. The 
participants within our study recognised the issues surrounding 
exclusion and advantages in digital engagement. The hybrid 
method, of both digital and face-to-face engagement is the 
most prevalent by participants, within literature and webinars. 
Additionally, our research findings had shown that practitioners 
are becoming more creative with their forms of engagement 
and are prepared to consider changing engagement methods 
that are no longer practical. Furthermore, it is encouraging 
that the RTPI’s report on the “Future of Engagement” (RTPI, 
2020), concluded similar reflections on the future of public 
participation.

Figure X. The Glass-House webinar ‘Co-designing in the time of COVID’, 
Mentimeter response to “How would you like to engage in participation after COVID-19”
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Conclusion 

Our research has explored the recent changes to public participation within 
planning, brought about because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The shift to 
fully online based participation and consultation during the height of the 
pandemic demonstrates the adaptability of many planning organisations 
to continue to engage with the public, even when traditional, face-to-face 
engagement is not an option. It also demonstrates a degree of creativity 
in what can be achieved online, highlighted through our team’s own 
experience of facilitating an online event. Nevertheless, the challenges 
of online participation should not be overlooked, particularly around who 
the technology includes and excludes. As well as overcoming some 
issues created by face-to-face participation, it has been demonstrated that 
online participation brings new and unique challenges to organisations 
and communities. In some scenarios our interviewees found the benefits 
outweighed the costs of online participation, so moving forward to when 
face-to-face events are once again permitted, many organisations expect 
to continue some form of online interaction with communities. However, the 
importance of considering who you wish to engage is paramount in terms of 
ensuring the online aspect of participation does not hinder data collection.  

As we are only at the beginning of the move to more widespread online 
participation, it is likely further new tools and methods will be introduced.  
This will hopefully further improve online participation processes as well as 
overcome some of the initial challenges as it becomes more commonplace. 
It seems there is a trend emerging from the organisations we have spoken 
to in that a hybrid approach for participation methods, inclusive of online and 
face to face interactions, seems the most appropriate model moving forward. 
Online participation will likely continue to change the way communities 
and planning practitioners interact, but by highlighting the challenges and 
benefits early on we hope this report may serve as a useful source for those 
engaging in the process.
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Adopt a mixture of methods to form a hybrid approach for 
participatory planning 

As this report has outlined, both physical and digital forms of participation bring 
unique benefits and challenges for participation in planning. However, this has 
arisen from direct reliance on either one method or the other. Therefore, in the 
future, being able to employ a hybrid approach will allow planners to maximise 
the newly-discovered benefits of digital participation methods whilst neutralising 
the issues of digital illiteracy and divides, by incorporating well-established 
physical participation methods. 

Plan comprehensively and early when organising participation 
events

Under a hybrid approach there is a need to organise events effectively to reflect 
changes in thinking around participation. Digital and in-person events can be 
made better for participants and practitioners if they are well designed, to ensure 
both parties get the most out of them. 

Undertake further research into the use of digital participation 

The analysis in this report highlights some of the opportunities and challenges 
associated with the use of online methods of participation, with a focus on 
the current context of the pandemic. Further research should be undertaken 
to monitor the continued use of digital participation post-pandemic, with key 
focuses on understanding how broader, more structural, challenges such as 
accessibility issues are overcome or mitigated through a hybrid approach.

1

2

3

Recommendations
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Embrace the opportunities that digital planning presents for 
innovation

At the onset of the pandemic, organisations needed to adapt practices to 
continue to consult. As the world unlocks, organisations have the opportunity to 
tailor their approach to engagement and implement creative technologies 

Employ a facilitator when holding online participation events

A facilitator can help to engage all participants, invite people into the discussion 
and use any participation tools on behalf of participants. This can help to mitigate 
the exclusion of those less confident with technology.  
 

Be creative with the digital tools available to prevent digital 
exclusion

When choosing a digital method, it is imperative to consider the needs of the 
audience over what you require from them. This may result in practitioners need 
to utilise creative methods of participation, to prevent digital exclusion. 

4

5

6
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1. Did your organisation/authority conduct online participation prior to the Covid-19 pandemic?

If yes, could you provide details of what the online participation was related to? 

If no, what reasons – that you are aware of – were there for not using online 
participation? 

2. If your organisation/authority has used online participation prior to the pandemic, how has 
the use of it changed during the pandemic? 

3. If your organisation/authority had not used online participation before the pandemic: 

What challenges have you found with the use of it? 
Have you found any benefits with the use of online participation? 

4. Post-pandemic, how might your organisation/authority approach online participation given 
your experiences with it? (e.g. use it more widely than before, adapt the methods to combat 
challenges and continue to use, stop using etc) 

5. Post-pandemic, will your organisation/authority return to use of off-line participation 
methods?

If yes, how will your organisation continue to use online participation techniques? OR, will 
online participation be discontinued? 

If no, do you have any concerns with solely using online participation techniques? 

6. What forms (or tools) of digital participation have you used? 

7. What reasons do you engage with the public for? Would you say it is more to inform the 
public of the process or to consult it? 

Appendix

Interview questions
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