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Essential Information for Downtown Revitalization

Downtown managers must quickly master the art

of consensus bhuilding
By Jamie Licko

Downtown managers must become quick
studies in how to bring together diverse
groups of stakeholders to get things done.
Projects, programs, policies... all require bal-
ancing the needs of the private and public sec-
tors to be successful.

Increasingly, downtown organizations are
using public engagement processes designed
to build consensus to strengthen the outcomes
of their efforts. It seems the need for strength-
ened public engagement processes is growing.
Whether it’s a large master planning process
or the development of a small project, down-
town organizations are doing more of it.

So why the need for increased public
process now? Some downtown and public sec-
tor leaders will tell you they’ve seen a growing
distaste for top-down leadership, and a grow-
ing interest by constituents in getting involved
in how downtowns and communities evolve.
To that end, they have had to find ways to
change how things are done. Those that have
employed public engagement and consensus
building strategies have seen strong benefits to
the point that they are weaving these processes

into how they undertake all their efforts.

What are those benefits?

* Bridging differences: Consensus
building processes allow constituents to
bridge differences and work together to find
mutually acceptable solutions based on com-
mon interests.

* Education: Consensus building
processes can educate stakeholders on the
complex nature of problems and issues you
are working to solve.

* Building trust: Opening up any process
your organization undertakes helps build trust
and demonstrates your
commitment to serving
stakeholder needs.

* Better decisions:
Stakeholders learn about
each others’ unique
views and needs, and
develop common ground for action together,
creating solutions that better reflect the con-
cerns of other parties as well as their own.

* Faster implementation: Constituents
are less likely to block implementation if they
understand that a plan or policy reflects their
input and has been crafted to meet their basic
interests. The people involved in consensus
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building often make commitments to partici-
pate in the implementation.

* New resources for implementation:
Consensus building processes can engage
a range of public, private, and community
institutions to bring a wider array of
resources to bear.

Here are some techniques organizations
can employ to build consensus and develop
successful community programs and projects.

* Facilitated focus groups or roundta-
bles: The first step in a public engagement
process designed to build consensus often-
times involves pulling together a series of
focus group or small roundtable meetings
with key stakeholders who may be impacted,
whose support might be critical to success, or
who may have unique insight into the project.
These focus groups are typically very effec-
tive for a few reasons. First, they give every-
one an opportunity to get their point of view
on the table in a setting where they feel com-
fortable. They can talk about what bothers
them, where they have issues, and what might
be holding them back from supporting a pro-
ject. This is critical to helping people move
forward — that they have a chance to “get
things off their chest.” Until stakeholders have
a chance to do this, they are unlikely to ever
fully support ideas that emerge. Second, these
focus groups typically reveal unique informa-
tion about a project that you may not have
otherwise known about.

e Community surveys: Today, online
surveying tools make it easy for organizations
to extend their reach and gather information.
While focus groups and roundtables are gen-
erally limited to key stakeholder groups, com-
munity surveys can be widely distributed to
give more people a sense of input into the
project and can provide significant informa-
tion about respondents’ perceptions of the
project or your organization. Surveys should
be brief enough that people don’t need to take
more than a few minutes to respond. Incen-
tives to take the survey also help drive
response. Using online survey tools, you can
easily tabulate and cross-tabulate responses
(for example, if you wanted to see how down-

town business owners versus downtown prop-
erty owners respond to questions).

* Open houses: Open houses are large
forum discussions that invite the community to
learn about the process, view progress on the
project or program, ask questions and chal-
lenge outcomes, and participate in the ongoing
development of a plan. Open houses are good
tools to create “touch points” with your audi-
ence throughout the development of a project.

If you are considering undertaking public
process and consensus building strategies, here
are a few key tips for success to remember:

* It’s best to engage an objective third
party to facilitate the process and discussions.
Be sure that individual can effectively guide
the discussion, allowing different viewpoints
to emerge while working to find common
threads that tie everyone together.

* For each and every engagement process
you undertake, compiling a summary and
report of key findings — issues, opportuni-
ties, challenges, key themes — is important as
a running record of points of agreement that
you can build from, and points of contention
you may need to address to meet success.

* The most effective public engagement
and consensus building processes don’t just
engage stakeholders at the beginning and/or
the end, rather they engage stakeholders
throughout, bringing everyone along together
and addressing pressure points as you move
through the process.

The outcome of a successful public
engagement and consensus building process is
the convergence of your constituents on an
alternative that meets the common needs of
the group. A successful outcome will ulti-
mately be well supported and will have the
momentum needed to push your project or
program towards successful implementation.
Jamie Licko is president of Centro, a downtown con-
sulting firm based in Denver, and serves on the
International Downtown Association Board of
Directors. Email her at jamie @becentro.com.

She will present a forum on Consensus Building &
Leadership at the IDA’s Leadership Retreat, April
16-18, in downtown Toronto. To register, visit
www.ida-downtown.org. A
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