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Community projects work best when people understand what is being planned, why
it matters, and how they can take part. Whether your town is planning a new water
system, improving a public building, or supporting housing, community outreach can

help build trust and support.

Good outreach starts early and continues as the project moves forward. It gives
people time to learn, ask questions, share ideas, and understand the choices their

community faces.

You do not need a final project plan to start talking with your community. In fact,

some of the most helpful conversations happen before key decisions are made.

This resource offers outreach ideas for each stage of a project, from the first idea to a
public vote. Municipalities can choose the ideas that fit their project, budget, staff

time, and community.

Stage 1: Explore the Idea

Goal: Learn what matters to the community and start a conversation.

At this stage, the municipality may have identified a need or an opportunity.

There may not be a project plan, cost estimate, or funding source yet.

This is a good time to listen. Ask people what they see as the problem, what
they value, and what they hope a project might achieve. Explain what is
known, what is still being studied, and how the community can help shape the

next steps.

Outreach Ideas
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e Community conversations: Hold small, informal gatherings at the library,
town hall, or other familiar places. Ask people what they think the
community needs.

e Short surveys: Use paper and online surveys to learn about concerns,
needs, and priorities. Keep questions simple.

e Community events: Set up an information table at a farmers market,
town event, or community meal. Meet people where they already
gather.

e Listening sessions: Invite residents, businesses, and community groups
to share their experiences. Focus on listening rather than presenting a
solution.

e Existing local groups: Ask neighborhood groups, housing committees,
senior groups, and other local organizations to help gather ideas.

e Existing municipal meetings: Share the idea at a selectboard or
committee meeting and invite early questions.

e Town website and newsletter: Share a short explanation of the issue and

describe how people can get involved.
Questions to Ask the Community

e What needs to change?
e What is working well today?
e \What concerns do you have?

¢ \X/hat should the town think about before moving forward?
Example

A town considering a wastewater project - The town could start by asking

residents and businesses about current wastewater problems and future
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needs. These conversations can help the town understand the issue before it

begins looking at possible solutions.

Before Moving Forward

Have we heard from people beyond those who usually attend town
meetings?

Do we understand the main needs and concerns?

Have we shared what we learned with the community?

Have we explained what happens next?

Stage 2: Explore Options and Develop a Project

Goal: Help people understand the choices and how they are being

reviewed.

As the municipality studies the idea, it may begin to look at possible locations,
designs, costs, and funding options. Some choices may be better than others,

but there may not be a clear answer yet.

Community members should have a chance to understand the options and

share what matters to them before major decisions are made.
Outreach Ideas

e Public workshops: Share two or three possible options. Explain the

benefits, costs, and challenges of each.
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e Maps and pictures: Use simple maps, drawings, and photos to show
where a project might be built and what it might look like.

¢ Site walks and tours: Invite people to visit the project area or a similar
project in another town.

e Open houses: Set up tables on different topics, such as cost, location,
design, and timing. Let people move between tables and speak with
project team members.

e Project webpage: Post options, meeting dates, reports, and contact
information.

e Question-and-answer webpage: Post common questions and answers.
Add new questions as they come up.

e Small group meetings: Meet with people who may be most affected,
such as nearby property owners, businesses, or service users.

¢ Solicit feedback on options: Use surveys, comment forms, or public
meetings to gather input.

e Project updates: Share what has been learned, what choices remain, and

when decisions may be made.

Show how public input is being used. People are more likely to stay involved
when they can see that their comments matter. Share what you heard, what

may change because of it, and why some suggestions may not be possible.
Example

A town considering housing on municipal land - The town could share maps
of possible building areas and hold an open house to discuss housing needs,
access, traffic, and public spaces. Residents could offer ideas before the town

decides what type of development to pursue.
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Before Moving Forward

Have we clearly explained the options and their possible benefits and

challenges?

Have people had a chance to ask questions and share ideas?

Have we explained how public input affected the options?

Have we shared why some options may no longer be considered?

Stage 3: Present a Proposed Project

Goal: Explain the project, its benefits, its costs, and the choices ahead.

At this stage, the municipality may have a preferred project, a draft budget,

and a plan for how it could be paid for.

Outreach should help people understand the proposal and why the
municipality is considering it. Be clear about both the benefits and the risks.
People should also understand what decisions have already been made and

what can still change.

Outreach Ideas

e Project fact sheet: Create a one- or two-page summary. Explain what is
proposed, why it is needed, what it may cost, and how it may be paid for.
e Project webpage: Keep key information, meeting dates, reports, and

contact details in one place.
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Short videos: Record a brief explanation from a municipal official or

project team member. Use plain language and simple graphics.

e Public presentations: Share the project at selectboard meetings,
community gatherings, or special information sessions.

e Cost illustrations: Use charts or examples to explain the total cost,
funding sources, debt, and possible tax or rate impacts.

e Project tours: Show residents the current conditions or visit a similar
completed project.

e Frequently asked questions: Explain the questions people are asking
most often, including difficult questions about costs, risks, and long-term
duties. Review previously posted responses and update them as
needed.

e Regular updates: Share changes in the project, including new cost

estimates, schedule changes, and major decisions.

Explain what happens if the project does not move forward. Residents need to
understand the full choice. This may include the cost of maintaining current
facilities, delays in needed repairs, or lost opportunities. It can be helpful to
invite questions and comments and provide multiple ways for people to

respond, such as in person, online, or in writing.
Example

A town proposing a new public works facility - The town could share photos
of the current building, explain safety and space concerns, and show the
proposed design. A simple cost sheet could compare building a new facility

with repairing or continuing to use the current one.

Before Moving Forward
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Can residents easily understand what is being proposed and why?

Have we explained both the benefits and risks?

Have we clearly identified what is known and what is still uncertain?

Have we explained which decisions are final and which can still change?

Stage 4: Prepare for a Public Vote

Goal: Help voters make an informed decision.

When a project requires voter approval, clear and timely information is
especially important. Voters should understand what they are being asked to
approve, how much the project may cost, how it would be paid for, and what

approval or rejection would mean.
Municipal officials should also explain what happens after the vote.
Outreach Ideas

¢ Voter information guide: Prepare a short guide explaining the project,
the ballot question, costs, funding, and possible impacts on taxpayers or
ratepayers.

e Public information meetings: Offer more than one chance to learn about
the proposal and ask questions. Consider both in-person and online
options.

¢ Recorded presentations: Post a recording for people who cannot attend

a meeting.
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Sample ballot question: Share the proposed or final ballot language with

a plain-language explanation of what it means.

e Project cost examples: Explain how project costs could affect a typical
household or property, when reliable estimates are available. State the
assumptions.

e Frequently asked questions: Address questions about taxes, debt, risks,
timing, and what happens if the vote fails. Review previously posted
responses and update them as needed.

e Mailings and newsletters: Send a clear project summary to households.
Use existing town mailings when possible.

e Local media: Share factual project information through local
newspapers, community newsletters, and radio.

¢ Vote information: Tell residents when, where, and how they can vote,

using information confirmed by the municipal clerk.

Respond to incorrect information. Correct errors with clear facts and without

criticizing people who raise concerns.

Be clear, fair, and factual. Public resources used for voter education should
provide accurate information rather than campaign for a particular result.
Municipalities should seek legal guidance about the rules that apply to their

outreach, especially when using public funds or staff time.
Example

A town preparing for a water system bond vote - The town could provide a
voter guide explaining why improvements are needed, the total project cost,
expected grants, the amount to be borrowed, and possible water rate

changes. The guide could also explain what may happen if the bond is not

Copyright Vermont League of Cities and Towns
Current as of: 11/10/2026



approved.

Before the Vote

Can voters easily find the project information they need?

Have we explained the full cost and how the project may be paid for?

Have we explained what approval or rejection would mean?

Are our public information materials factual and balanced?

Have we confirmed voting information with the municipal clerk?

Have we checked applicable legal requirements for public outreach and

use of municipal resources?

Stage 5: After the Vote

Goal: Keep the community informed and maintain trust.

Community outreach should not end on voting day. Whether voters approve

or reject the proposal, they deserve to know what happens next.

If the project is approved, explain the next steps, schedule, and opportunities
for continued public input. If it is not approved, share what the result means

and how the municipality will decide what to do next.
Outreach Ideas

e Post-vote update: Thank residents for taking part. Explain the vote result

and next steps.
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e Project timeline: If the project has been approved, share key dates for
design, permits, construction, or other work. If the vote fails, share how
the municipality will review the result and consider future options.

e Construction updates: Let people know about road closures, noise,
service changes, and other impacts.

e Progress photos: Show work as it moves forward.

e Budget updates: Report major changes in costs, funding, or schedules.

e Frequently asked questions: Keep the project webpage and frequently
asked questions current.

e Community check-ins: Continue to invite questions and share
information at public meetings.

e Project completion event: Invite the community to see the finished

project and learn what it will provide.
Example

A town building a new community facility - After voter approval, the town
could post monthly construction updates with photos, schedule changes, and

cost information. Once the building opens, it could host a public tour.
As the Project Moves Forward

e Are we providing updates even when there is little new information?
e Are we explaining major changes and the reasons for them?

e Do residents know where to ask questions?

e Are we keeping the community informed about progress and next

steps?
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Choose Outreach Tools That Fit Your Community

Not every outreach method will work for every person. Some residents read the town
website. Others rely on local newspapers, mailed notices, social media, or
conversations with neighbors. Using several methods can help reach more people

without placing too much work on municipal staff.

The following table offers a quick way to choose outreach methods.

When it may be most
Outreach method

helpful

Early planning and learning
Short surveys
about community needs

Early planning and exploring
Listening sessions
concerns

Comparing options and
Workshops and open

reviewing a proposed
houses

project

Explaining locations,
Maps, photos, and tours
designs, and project needs

All stages, especially when a
Fact sheets and FAQs
project takes shape

Website and email updates All stages

Reaching households and
Mailed information
preparing for a vote
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When it may be most
Outreach method

helpful

Reviewing a proposal and
Public information meetings
preparing for a vote

After approval and during
Progress reports
construction

Make Outreach Welcoming and Easy to Use

Good outreach is not just about sharing information. It is also about making it easy for

people to take part.
Consider these practices throughout the project:

¢ Use plain language. Avoid technical terms when possible. Explain terms that
people may not know.

¢ Share information early. Give people time to learn and ask questions before
decisions are made.

o Offer different ways to participate. Not everyone can attend an evening
meeting. Consider daytime events, online comments, paper surveys, or
recorded presentations.

¢ Reach beyond regular meeting attendees. Invite renters, young families, older
adults, businesses, and people who may be affected by the project.

o Make materials easy to access. Use readable text, clear pictures, and
accessible meeting locations. Offer language or other access support when
needed.

¢ Be open about uncertainty. Explain what is known, what is estimated, and what

is still being studied.
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¢ Answer hard questions. Be ready to discuss costs, risks, delays, and possible
effects on residents.

e Correct errors quickly. \When incorrect information spreads, provide a clear,
factual response without criticizing the person who raised the concern.

¢ Keep messages consistent. Make sure municipal officials and project partners
use the same current facts.

¢ Close the loop. Let people know what the municipality heard and how public

input affected the project.

Create a Simple Outreach Plan

Municipalities do not need a large budget or a formal communications team to plan

effective outreach. A short plan can help staff and volunteers stay organized.
Before each major project stage, consider these questions:

1. What do people need to know? |dentify the most important information to
share now.

2. Who needs to hear from us? Think about the whole community and people
most affected by the project.

3. What do we need to learn? Decide what questions the municipality wants the
public to help answer.

4. How will we reach people? Choose a few outreach methods that fit the
community.

5. Who will do the work? Assign responsibility for preparing materials, answering
questions, and sharing updates.

6. When should outreach happen? Plan enough time for people to respond

before key decisions.
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7. How will we follow up? Decide how the municipality will share what it heard

and what happens next.

Example of a simple outreach plan

Project stage Outreach activity Purpose

Short survey and
Learn about needs
Early idea community
and concerns
conversation

Open house with Gather input on
Exploring options
maps possible solutions

Fact sheet and public  Explain the plan,
Proposed project
presentation costs, and risks

Help voters
Voter guide and
Before a vote understand the
information meetings
decision

Website updates and  Share progress and
After a vote
newsletters next steps

Build Trust One Conversation at a Time

Building community support takes time. People may not agree on every part of a
project, and that is okay. The goal is hot to remove every concern or reach agreement
on every issue. It is to help people understand the choices, have a chance to be

heard, and trust that the municipality is making thoughtful decisions.

Start early, listen often, share what you know, and keep the conversation going. Small,
steady outreach efforts can help build trust throughout the life of a project and help

communities make informed decisions about projects that will shape their future.

Publication Date

Copyright Vermont League of Cities and Towns
Current as of: 11/10/2026



11/10/2026

Copyright Vermont League of Cities and Towns
Current as of: 11/10/2026




