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INTRODUCTION 
 
Our Innovation Insights series are write-ups of the core 
points from Innovation Exchanges. These short papers distil the 
challenges as well as the solutions, approaches and ideas 
that participants shared in the session. 

New Local partnered with Bridges Outcomes Partnerships for an 
Innovation Exchange on community deliberation. In this peer-learning 
session participants shared their experiences, ideas and reflections 
centred around three main challenges: 

 = building trust with communities; 

 = creating an organisational culture that values and enables 
community deliberation; and

 = ensuring that councils are engaging with and hearing from all 
their communities. 

Here are nine key insights into practicalities for positive conversations 
through community deliberation from the session.

SECTION 1:   PIVOTING FROM 
SHORT-TERM EMERGENCY 
RESPONSE TO THE COVID-19 
PANDEMIC TO LONG-TERM 
COM

MUNITY DEVELOPMENT.

https://www.newlocal.org.uk/network/events/innovation-exchange/
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KEY INSIGHTS 

1.  Be clear about the scope of community 
deliberation and how it is different from other 
ways of engaging with residents. 
 
In the widest sense, deliberation is a type of conversation which is 
about hearing different perspectives and considering the merits of 
different options. Citizens’ assemblies are a high-profile and readily 
recognisable form of deliberation. While these are valuable and 
have their place, there are a wide range of ways to bring deliberative 
activities into councils’ day-to-day practices. For example, councils 
could look to embed the principles of deliberation within decision-
making processes and service design and delivery. 

2.  Build a shared organisational 
understanding of the purpose of community 
deliberation. 

Good community deliberation isn’t a quick fix. Done well, it requires 
time, resources and commitment. To ensure this is the case, it is 
essential that people across the council recognise the value of 
integrating community deliberation into council decision-making 
and services. Potential benefits include building trust and legitimacy 
around how decisions are made, opportunities for learning and 
building both organisational and community capacity, and 
opportunities to inform and improve services.1 Making space for 
deliberation as well as more open-ended conversations internally and 
with partners and communities can help build a rich understanding of 
local priorities, aspirations and challenges.  

1  Tim Hughes from Involve was the vision setter for this session. See the link to his blog reflecting on 
this session in the further resources section below. 
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3.  Consider the wider organisational 
culture shift required to support meaningful 
community deliberation. 

A good starting point is to reflect on whether deliberative practices are 
used and valued internally in the council itself. Think about whether 
teams make use of deliberative principles in their day-to-day work and 
whether managers and senior leaders champion the value of these 
principles. This assessment can help you consider whether there are the 
right skills and capacity in the council to engage in more deliberative 
activities both internally and externally. If there is more work to do, start 
by amplifying what the organisation is already doing and build on this 
in partnership with colleagues who are already committed to the value 
of deliberation. These smaller wins and the tangible examples they 
generate can help to build momentum internally. 
 
4.  Support members to reflect on how 
community deliberation can complement 
their role. 

Sometimes there can appear to be some tension between 
representative democracy and more deliberative and participatory 
decision-making. But this need not be the case. These activities 
can strengthen and complement each other, and members can 
play important roles in connecting the council with communities. 
Practical examples, particularly those demonstrating impact, can help 
members to engage around the value of deliberative activities. 

5.  Invest in building trust with your 
communities – it is a vital component  
to good deliberation. 

Building or rebuilding trust with communities requires both time 
and resources. This might seem daunting, but there are lots of 
practical ways to help strengthen people’s trust in the council. One 
seemingly simple but critical component is the value of having honest 
conversations with communities. These conversations might involve 
acknowledging past mistakes or where things haven’t worked as well 
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as they could. For future deliberative activities, such conversations 
should cover expectations, concerns and limitations from both the 
perspective of the council and communities. 

Feedback loops are another important component in building 
trust – in practice, this means making sure you listen and learn 
from communities. It also means reporting back on next steps in a 
process and on developments and successes. It is important that 
this is a reciprocal process rather than one just focused on gathering 
information. With this in mind, consider how your engagement with 
communities is helping them to build and strengthen their own 
knowledge, skills and assets. 

6.  Engage with communities in the places 
that matter to them.

Council-led meetings in council buildings are never going to be a 
forum that everyone feels comfortable participating in. Instead, look at 
opportunities to engage with people out there in the community at local 
events and in places like schools, children’s centres and community 
venues that are part of day-to-day life. Stepping outside the typical 
forms of resident engagement can enable you to hear from a wider and 
more representative range of people. Also consider the role partners, 
particularly the voluntary and community sector, can play to help 
inform your approach and to act as a trusted voice in communities. 

7.  Reflect and build on learning from  
the pandemic. 

The Covid-19 pandemic forced many councils to rapidly adapt working 
practices, particularly around making use of digital engagement. This 
created some new challenges in communicating with residents. But in 
some instances, new approaches and new or strengthened partnerships 
have helped councils to reach and engage with people they previously 
interacted less with. As well as improved digital engagement, councils 
have also been demonstrating their ability to work at pace. 

Now is a good time to reflect on these achievements, as thinking gets 
under way on how to engage communities in the recovery from the 
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pandemic. This learning around improved engagement, partnership 
working, and delivering at pace will be incredibly valuable in efforts 
to design and develop community engagement and deliberative 
activities in the coming months.  

8.  Things won’t always go to plan, so ensure 
there is space to make mistakes and learn 
from them. 

Introducing more deliberative ways of engaging with communities 
may involve some challenging conversations and new ways of 
working. Sometimes things won’t go to plan. Risks clearly need to 
be managed. But when things haven’t gone well, this can be an 
opportunity to learn and refine an approach, rather than stop using 
it all together. People in the council should feel supported to reflect 
and learn and use these experiences to inform and strengthen future 
deliberative activities. 

9.  Challenge yourself and your council to 
think about what ongoing deliberation could 
look like. 

One-off events and projects may be a useful way to gain 
organisational, member, and community interest and buy-in around 
deliberative approaches. These events can also help develop 
knowledge and skills around deliberation. 

There is also much more potential to embed deliberation and open 
conversation into day-to-day council decision-making and service 
delivery. For example, deliberative tools could support co-production 
activities for service design and delivery. Another possibility is to look 
at ways to embed more open-ended conversations into practices in 
frontline services. 

This ongoing community engagement need not always have a specific 
agenda. In fact, building in space for less structured and more open-
ended engagement may help the council to learn and more deeply 
understand the priorities of its communities. In turn, this learning can 
inform the topics and framing of more formal deliberative exercises.  
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CONCLUSION
 
 
This Innovation Exchange highlighted the 
potential of deliberative practices to provide a 
route through which councils can have deeper and 
more ongoing conversations with their communities. 
In turn, such practices can become a valued part of 
decision-making and the design and delivery of 
services. This Innovation Insights sets out some of 
the next steps for councils who want to move 
from one-off deliberative events to more 
deeply mainstreaming deliberation 
into organisational practice and 
community engagement. 

Further resources
 = Tim Hughes was the vision setter at this Innovation 

Exchange. His blog reflecting on the session can be 
found here: Hughes, T. (2021). ‘What would it mean to 
be a deliberative council’. Involve. What would it mean 
to be a deliberative council? | involve.org.uk

 = Involve has a range of resources outlining different 
deliberative and participatory methods which can 
be found here: Methods | involve.org.uk

 = ‘What are the effects of deliberation?’ Involve. 
What are the effects of deliberation? | involve.
org.uk; and 

 = ‘Deliberative public engagement’. Involve. 
Deliberative public engagement | involve.org.uk.

 = Innovation Citizen Participation and New 
Democratic Institutions: Riding the deliberative 
wave. (2020). OECD. Innovative Citizen 
Participation and New Democratic Institutions: 
Catching the Deliberative Wave | en | OECD. 

https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/blog/opinion/what-would-it-mean-be-deliberative-council
https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/blog/opinion/what-would-it-mean-be-deliberative-council
https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/methods
https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/knowledge-base/what-are-effects-deliberation
https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/knowledge-base/what-are-effects-deliberation
https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/knowledge-base/what/deliberative-public-engagement
https://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-citizen-participation-and-new-democratic-institutions-339306da-en.htm
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Our Innovation In–Depth series are case study-rich 
briefings which share practical learnings from council-led 
innovation. These briefings feature original examples of 
how councils have pioneered new approaches, with lessons 
learned distilled from interviews with individuals involved. The 
aim of the series, closely linked to our Innovation Exchanges, 
is to share insights about how to drive through change within 
the financial and organisational context of local government.

Innovation
In-depth

Innovation
Insights

Our Innovation Insights series are write-ups of the core 
points from Innovation Exchanges. These short papers distil 
the challenges as well as the solutions, approaches and ideas 
that participants shared in the session.

Innovation
Exchange

Innovation Exchanges give participants from our 
member councils a space to step away from day-to-day 
activities and engage with peers from across the country. 
Each session addresses a big challenge or opportunity facing 
councils and their communities. Sessions are peer-led and 
practically-focused, so participants come away with insights, 
ideas and learning to share with their teams.

THE INNOVATION SERIES
This publication is part of a series of publications that come out of our peer 
led Innovation Exchange event programme.


