The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2)
Spectrum of Public Participation

As a decision maker what is your goal for involving the public in decisions? What is the level of influence they
can have over that decision? What is your promise to the public as to their impact on the decision and
decision process? These are important questions to answer before beginning to involve the public.
As you study the Spectrum, words matter. Inform means to tell; Consult – to seek advice; Involve – to engage
or include; Collaborate – to work together; and Empower – to give power, to authorize. Now read the goals
for each level. You will see that the public’s participation and influence increases as you move to the right.
Next, read the promise to the public for each level. How much influence are you willing to allow the public to
have? How can you best manage their expectations for involvement? The public may want to collaborate
while the decision maker is most comfortable with consult. It isn’t “better” to be farther to the right; it is
important that you are clear as to the extent the public can affect the outcome. Once you answer these
questions, the best participatory process can be designed and techniques selected that will meet your
objectives. It is better to “under promise” and “over deliver”. As you begin to involve the public, you may find
that you can to move to the next level of participation.

Using the Spectrum
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Higher is not necessarily better, select the level that is most appropriate to your project, community,
and constraints.
The level you select will be the highest level of potential influence, many stakeholders will choose to
engage at lower levels, or not at all.

Flowchart developed by Doug Sarno at doug@forumfg.com.

Ask Yourself:







What aspects of the decision are already determined?
What aspects of the decision can the public actually affect?
At what points in the process can the public be most helpful and/or influential?
Are we too far down the path of decision-making and can we step back?
How much are we willing to change from what is proposed?
How much power are we really willing to share?
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