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Major municipal projects can take years to plan, finance, and build. Their success

depends on sound planning - and whether residents understand the need, trust the

process, and have meaningful opportunities to participate.

Experience from municipal infrastructure and community development projects

points to a central lesson: public engagement is not a campaign conducted just

before a vote. It is an ongoing process of listening, sharing information, responding to

concerns, and building trust.

This article describes the practices that can help municipalities build trust throughout

a project. For specific activities, questions, and readiness checks at each project

stage, see Building Community Support: Outreach Ideas.

Begin with the community, not a finished proposal

Engagement should begin while a municipality is identifying the problem and

considering its options. When residents help establish community priorities,

officials can show that the project responds to a need the community

identified—not simply an idea developed by municipal leaders.

One municipality learned this lesson after several unsuccessful votes on a

proposed municipal building. Officials stepped back and invited residents to

identify their community priorities. The projects that grew from that process

had a stronger foundation because officials could connect them directly to

the community’s goals.

Early engagement also helps officials understand residents’ questions,

concerns, and level of support before investing heavily in one solution.
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However, early does not mean unprepared. Before beginning broad outreach,

municipal leaders should be ready to explain:

What problem needs to be solved?

Who is affected?

What options are being considered?

What are the preliminary costs and possible funding sources?

What decisions have been made?

What remains open for public input?

What information is not yet available, and when might it become

available?

Make the project understandable and relevant

Residents do not need to become engineers or municipal finance experts, but

they do need enough information to understand why the project matters and

how it may affect them.

Communicate five basic points consistently:

1. The problem the municipality is trying to solve.

2. The options that were considered.

3. Why the proposed approach is being recommended.

4. The estimated cost and effect on taxes, rates, or fees.

5. The expected community benefits, risks, and construction impacts.
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Technical explanations are most effective when they connect the project to

residents’ everyday experiences. During one wastewater project, officials

used a simple and relatable description to explain why an expensive

maintenance task was necessary. Once residents understood the real-world

problem, questions about that cost largely ended.

Useful communication materials may include:

A one-page project overview

Frequently asked questions

Maps and diagrams

Project timelines

Graphs showing estimated tax or rate impacts

Comparisons of financing options

Regular updates explaining what has changed

Contact information for questions

Be clear about which figures are estimates. Costs, schedules, designs, grants,

and financing plans will change as a project develops. Residents are more

likely to accept those changes when officials have explained that uncertainty

from the beginning.

Build a communication team

Communication is a team effort, but residents should not receive conflicting

answers from different officials.
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Municipalities can reduce confusion by establishing:

A project lead or primary spokesperson

A central source for current project information

Agreed-upon facts, terminology, and key messages

Clear roles for municipal officials, staff, engineers, attorneys, and other

advisers

A process for reviewing public materials before release

Community advocates who can direct people to accurate information

A person responsible for maintaining the community questions log and

tracking follow-up

The spokesperson does not have to be the selectboard chair or town

manager. The best choice is someone who understands the project,

communicates clearly, and is trusted by the community.

Other officials and volunteers can serve as advocates, but they should know

where to send questions they cannot answer. A short set of talking points can

help advocates share consistent information without expecting them to

become technical experts.

Before publishing an FAQ, graph, mailing, or presentation, ask several people

to review it. Staff members or volunteers who are not closely involved in the

project can identify jargon, missing information, or explanations that may

confuse residents.

Create one reliable source of information
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A project webpage can serve as the community’s central information hub. It

should be easy to find and updated throughout the project.

Consider including:

The project’s purpose and history

Current plans and designs

Cost estimates and funding sources

Estimated tax, rate, or fee impacts

Meeting notices and recordings

Presentations and reports

Frequently asked questions

A record of significant changes

Upcoming decisions and opportunities to participate

A way to submit questions or receive updates

Use consistent language and visual formatting so residents can recognize

official project information. When estimates or plans change, update the

central source promptly and explain why.

A strong information hub will not replace direct outreach, but it gives officials,

advocates, reporters, and residents a shared place to verify facts.

Reach people where they already are
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Public meetings alone will not reach everyone. Each municipality should

identify where its residents get information, where they gather, and which

people they trust.

Choose a manageable mix of communication methods that reaches different

groups and can be maintained throughout the project. Options may include

mail, email, websites, social media, recorded meetings, community events,

surveys, personal invitations, and informal conversations. A method that works

well in one municipality may reach few people in another.

Personal contact is especially valuable. Residents who will not speak during a

public meeting may be more comfortable asking questions one-on-one.

Trusted community members can also help connect people to accurate

information.

Decide how the municipality will participate in social media discussions. A

social media policy can clarify who may post, whether comments are

allowed, and how the municipality will respond to incorrect information.

For more outreach methods organized by project stage, see Building

Community Support: Outreach Ideas.

Identify every affected audience

A project may affect different groups in different ways. Do not assume that

one explanation will work for everyone.
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For example, a wastewater project may affect system users through new fees

while affecting other taxpayers only through municipal buildings connected

to the system. A project involving school property may require separate

outreach to school officials, families, and voters.

For each audience, ask:

How will this group be affected?

What questions are its members likely to have?

Who does this group trust?

Where does it receive information?

What decisions can it help shape?

Does it face barriers to participating?

Pay particular attention to people directly affected by construction,

easements, assessments, service changes, or new fees. General

announcements may not be enough; these residents may need letters,

individual meetings, or door-to-door outreach.

Make engagement two-way

Public engagement is not simply providing more information. Residents need

ways to ask questions, express concerns, and influence decisions that are still

open.

Municipalities can invite input through surveys, roundtables, public meetings,

office hours, interviews, small-group discussions, and individual
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conversations. When possible, give residents choices about meaningful parts

of the project, such as financing approaches, project priorities, design

features, or construction timing.

Be explicit about the purpose of each engagement opportunity:

What has already been decided?

What is still being considered?

How will public input be used?

When will the municipality report back?

Keep track of the questions and concerns received through meetings,

surveys, email, telephone calls, and informal conversations. Assign someone

to coordinate responses, follow up on unanswered questions, and make sure

residents receive consistent information. Repeated questions may show that

the municipality needs to explain part of the project more clearly.

The Managing Community Questions resource includes guidance and a

downloadable log municipalities can use to record questions, coordinate

responses, identify common concerns, and plan follow-up.

Closing the feedback loop is essential. After seeking input, summarize what

the municipality heard and explain what changed or why a requested change

could not be made.

Respond to concerns without becoming defensive
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Opposition may reflect concerns about cost, distrust of government, fear of

change, or uncertainty about how a project will affect an individual household

or business. Pause and listen before responding.

Active listening does not require agreeing with every criticism. It means

showing that the concern was heard and understood. In some cases, a

resident may need an opportunity to express frustration before being ready to

consider technical information.

Distinguish between:

Legitimate questions or concerns that deserve a complete response

Incorrect information that should be corrected with facts and sources

Repeated personal attacks or disruptive behavior that should not control

the discussion

When correcting misinformation, provide accurate information and a link to

the source without starting an argument. Remember that the broader

audience observing the exchange may be more important than the person

making the claim.

Third-party experts can also help. Engineers, state officials, regional planners,

attorneys, and financial advisers may be able to explain technical or

regulatory requirements with added credibility.

Throughout the process:

Remain factual and professional.

Do not take criticism personally.

Model the civility expected from others.
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Correct important inaccuracies promptly.

Know when a private response is more useful than a public reply.

Continue providing updates even when some people remain opposed.

Record questions that require research rather than offering an uncertain

answer. Follow up when accurate information is available.

Be honest about what you do not know

Municipal officials do not need to have every answer at the beginning of a

project. They should be honest about what they know, what they do not

know, and what they are doing to find the answer.

If information is not yet available, explain:

Why it is not yet known

What work is underway

Who is helping answer the question

When an update may be available

Where the new information will be posted

Avoid presenting estimates as final figures. If a cost estimate changes, explain

what new information caused the change. Clear updates show that the

planning process is working, not that earlier information was intentionally

misleading.

Most residents do not expect perfection. They do expect honesty,

transparency, and consistent communication.
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Prepare for a long process

Complex projects often take much longer than expected. Planning,

permitting, design, grant applications, property agreements, financing, and

construction can extend over many years.

Long timelines make consistent communication even more important.

Residents, officials, staff, consultants, and committee members may change

during the project. A reliable project history and regular updates help

preserve institutional knowledge and public trust.

Communication should continue after a vote or major approval. Keep

residents informed about:

Design changes

Grants and funding

Bids and contracts

Construction schedules

Traffic or service disruptions

Unexpected challenges

Project milestones and accomplishments

Celebrating progress can help maintain interest and show that the

community’s efforts are producing results.

A practical starting checklist
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Before beginning broad public outreach, municipal officials should be able to answer

- or explain how they will answer - the following questions:

What problem are we trying to solve?

How was the need identified?

Who will benefit, pay, or experience disruption?

What options have we considered?

What do we know about costs and financing?

What remains uncertain?

What decisions can residents help make?

Who will serve as the project spokesperson?

Where will current information be maintained?

Which audiences require direct outreach?

Which communication channels work in our community?

How will we collect and respond to questions?

How will we explain changes as the project develops?

The central lesson

Public support grows from trust, and trust is built through participation, honesty,

consistency, and follow-through. Municipal officials do not need to have every answer

at the beginning of a project. They do need to show that they have done their

homework, welcome public questions, communicate what they know and do not

know, and keep residents involved as the project develops.
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