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Overview 
The Washington Department of Ecology Community Engagement Plan (Community 
Engagement Plan) provides a framework for community engagement that is both 
actionable and aspirational. Ecology has long been committed to community engagement, 
outreach, and public participation. Building on these strong foundations, the Community 
Engagement Plan seeks to sharpen our focus on: 

• Identifying and reaching communities we have not reached effectively in the past.  

• Addressing barriers and promoting access. 

• Increasing and enhancing opportunities for meaningful engagement. 

The Healthy Environment for All Act (HEAL Act, Chapter 70A.02 RCW3) creates new 
structure and authority for this work. Among other things, the HEAL Act directs covered 
agencies, including Ecology, to adopt a community engagement plan describing how we 
will “facilitate equitable participation and support meaningful and direct involvement of 
overburdened communities and vulnerable populations” (RCW 70A.02.050). In developing 
and updating our community engagement plan, Ecology must also consider guidance 
developed by the Environmental Justice Council4. 

The Community Engagement Plan fulfills these requirements of the HEAL Act. It describes 
how Ecology will engage with overburdened communities and vulnerable populations as 
we evaluate new and existing activities and programs. It also includes best practices for 
outreach and communication that overcome barriers to engagement for members of 
overburdened communities and vulnerable populations (RCW 70A.02.050). 

Contents of the Community Engagement Plan 
The Community Engagement Plan has three major parts: 

• Part One provides background and context for the Community Engagement Plan. 

• Part Two provides direction to help Ecology’s environmental programs implement 
the Community Engagement Plan. 

• Part Three provides process guidance and best practices to help Ecology address 
barriers to engagement and support the meaningful and direct involvement of 
overburdened communities and vulnerable populations. 

There is also an Appendix that includes a glossary of definitions. 

 
3 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02 
4 https://waportal.org/partners/environmental-justice-council 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02
https://waportal.org/partners/environmental-justice-council
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Tribal consultation and engagement 
The Community Engagement Plan covers Ecology’s engagement with overburdened 
communities and vulnerable populations. According to the HEAL Act, overburdened 
communities include “communities located in census tracts that are fully or partially on 
"Indian country" as defined in 18 U.S.C. Sec. 1151” (RCW 19.405.0205 as cited in RCW 
70A.02.0106).  

The guidance in the Community Engagement Plan generally applies to Ecology’s 
engagement with Tribal communities, who are included in the HEAL Act definition of 
“overburdened communities.” However, the Community Engagement Plan does not 
address specific considerations and requirements for engagement with Tribal 
communities. It also does not address Government-to-Government consultation or 
engagement with Tribal governments. Guidance and protocol for Government-to-
Government consultation with Tribes and engagement with Tribes and Tribal communities 
are forthcoming.  

The HEAL Act requires covered agencies to consult with Tribes when creating, adopting, or 
updating a community engagement plan (RCW 70A.02.1007). Ecology invited Tribes to 
consult on the Community Engagement Plan on September 3, 2025, requesting input by 
November 7, 2025. We held two online listening sessions for Tribes on September 29, 
2025, and October 6, 2025. We also distributed information about the Community 
Engagement Plan at the annual conference of the Affiliated Tribes of Northwest Indians in 
Suquamish, Washington from October 13-16, 2025. We did not receive input from Tribes 
during this timeframe, and we did not receive any requests for additional time to review or 
consult. We welcome Tribes’ ongoing engagement and feedback as we proceed with 
public release of the updated Community Engagement Plan. 

Note on terminology 
Ecology recognizes and respects that communities in Washington have unique strengths, 
histories, and identities. We understand that the terms “overburdened communities and 
vulnerable populations” may not reflect how communities identify or describe themselves. 
Throughout the Community Engagement Plan we use this terminology in a technical sense, 
referring to definitions in the HEAL Act (RCW 70A.02.010). We do not use the terms 
“overburdened” or “vulnerable” to label or define communities. 

  

 
5 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=19.405.020 
6 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.010 
7 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.100 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=19.405.020
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.010
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.010
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.100
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List of acronyms 
COEES: Community Outreach and Environmental Education Specialist 

EJ: Environmental justice 

HEAL Act: Healthy Environment for All Act (Chapter 70A.02 RCW) 

OEEJ: Department of Ecology Office of Equity and Environmental Justice 

RCW: Revised Code of Washington (state law/statute) 

WAC: Washington Administrative Code (regulations/rules describing how to fulfill state 
laws/statues) 

Supplemental resources available by request 
The following supplemental resources are referenced throughout the Community 
Engagement Plan. These resources are for internal use and available to the public upon 
request. If you would like a copy of any of these resources, please contact the Office of 
Equity and Environmental Justice by emailing EJ@ecy.wa.gov or calling (360) 489-2416.  

• Lived Experience Compensation Guidelines 

• Language Access Planning Worksheet 

• Environmental Justice Assessment Template 

• Community Engagement Scoping Worksheet A 

• Community Engagement Scoping Worksheet B 

• Project Community Engagement Plan Worksheet 

• Communication/Outreach and Engagement Methods 

• Barriers Analysis 

• Ecology Engagement Survey 

• Engagement Self-Evaluation 

• Best Practices of Trauma-Informed Engagement 

  

mailto:EJ@ecy.wa.gov
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Part One: Background and Context 
Development of the Community Engagement Plan 

In 2019, the Washington State Legislature (Legislature) included a budget proviso in the 
2019–2021 biennial operating budget that directed the Governor’s Interagency Council on 
Health Disparities to create an Environmental Justice Task Force (Task Force). The Task 
Force was responsible for making recommendations about how to incorporate 
environmental justice (EJ) into various aspects of state agency work, including agency 
community engagement plans. The Task Force released its Final Report8 in the fall of 2020.  

In 2021, the Legislature passed the HEAL Act (E2SSB 51419), which became state law as 
Chapter 70A.02 RCW. The HEAL Act implemented many of the Task Force’s 
recommendations. It directs seven state agencies, including Ecology, to meet specific EJ 
requirements for activities such as strategic plans and budgets and funding. The HEAL Act 
also created an Interagency Work Group to coordinate efforts among the seven HEAL 
agencies and others that decide to follow HEAL Act guidelines.  

The HEAL Act required covered agencies to create and adopt community engagement 
plans by July 1, 2022 (RCW 70A.02.050). To meet this early implementation milestone, the 
HEAL Interagency Work Group developed a “provisional draft plan,” which Ecology 
adopted on July 1, 2022. Since then the provisional draft plan, called the Community 
Engagement Guide for HEAL Act Implementation10, has served as the Department of 
Ecology’s agency community engagement plan. 

The Community Engagement Plan (this document) aligns with, updates, and expands the 
Community Engagement Guide for HEAL Act Implementation. It provides actionable 
guidance to help the agency meet the community engagement requirements of the HEAL 
Act and other relevant federal, state, and agency directives, described in the Authorities 
section below. 

The Community Engagement Plan is a living document that Ecology will maintain and 
periodically update for the purposes of: 

• Incorporating what we learn through ongoing community engagement. 

• Incorporating what we learn through ongoing Tribal consultation and engagement. 

• Maintaining alignment with guidance and recommendations from the 
Environmental Justice Council. 

 
8 https://healthequity.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2022-01/EJTF%20Report_FINAL%281%29.pdf 
9 https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Senate%20Passed%20Legislature/5141-
S2.PL.pdf?q=20250529092041 
10 https://ecology.wa.gov/getattachment/10037f38-fbaa-4b3e-b659-27aaf62511cc/Community-
Engagement-Process-Guide_V9-1-2023-accessible.pdf?lang=en-US 

https://healthequity.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2022-01/EJTF%20Report_FINAL%281%29.pdf
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Senate%20Passed%20Legislature/5141-S2.PL.pdf?q=20250529092041
https://ecology.wa.gov/getattachment/10037f38-fbaa-4b3e-b659-27aaf62511cc/Community-Engagement-Process-Guide_V9-1-2023-accessible.pdf?lang=en-US
https://ecology.wa.gov/getattachment/10037f38-fbaa-4b3e-b659-27aaf62511cc/Community-Engagement-Process-Guide_V9-1-2023-accessible.pdf?lang=en-US
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• Ensuring alignment with any new relevant authorities. 

• Coordinating as appropriate with the HEAL Act Interagency Work Group. 

Positionality statement 
A positionality statement is a self-reflection by the author(s) of a written work. It 
acknowledges that the authors are human beings who bring their own lived experiences, 
values, and identities to the work. 

The employees who contributed to the Community Engagement Plan honor and deeply 
respect the community leaders, organizers, and activists at the heart of the EJ movement. 
For decades, they have driven efforts to improve environmental and health outcomes for 
neighborhoods and communities most severely impacted by environmental harms. With 
humility we offer the Community Engagement Plan to support these efforts and promote EJ 
from our position in state government.  

We acknowledge that our experiences as individuals and members of our communities 
have shaped our contributions to this plan. We also recognize that our contributions are 
shaped by our role as representatives of Ecology, a government agency with its own history 
and culture. 

We sincerely hope the Community Engagement Plan will help Ecology engage more 
meaningfully with communities so that, together, we can continue advancing shared goals 
to reduce uneven and unfair distributions of environmental harm and protect healthy, 
flourishing environments and communities for everyone in Washington. 

Authorities 
Federal, state, and agency-level directives create the authorizing environment for the 
Community Engagement Plan. 

Federal 
The Community Engagement Plan helps Ecology meet federal requirements under Title VI 
of the Civil Rights Act of 196411. This law prohibits discrimination based on race, color, or 
national origin and requires meaningful access to people with limited English proficiency 
and disabilities. 

State 
The Community Engagement Plan fulfills the Department of Ecology’s requirements under 
the HEAL Act to, “create and adopt a community engagement plan that describes how it 
will engage with overburdened communities and vulnerable populations as it evaluates 
new and existing activities and programs” (RCW 70A.02.050). It describes how Ecology will 

 
11 https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-342/pdf/COMPS-342.pdf 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-342/pdf/COMPS-342.pdf
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facilitate equitable participation and support meaningful and direct involvement of 
vulnerable populations and overburdened communities, including: 

• How Ecology will identify and prioritize overburdened communities for purposes 
including but not limited to covered actions under the HEAL Act. 

• Methods and practices for outreach, engagement, and communication designed to 
identify and remove barriers for members of overburdened communities and 
vulnerable populations, including but not limited to language barriers. 

• Guidance for using special screening tools that integrate environmental, 
demographic, and health disparities data, such as the Washington Environmental 
Health Disparities Map12, to support equitable community engagement planning, 
implementation, and evaluation. 

• Guidance for incorporating processes and practices that facilitate and support 
engagement by members of communities affected by agency decision making, 
including to the extent legal and practicable, but not limited to, financial 
compensation for shared expertise and reimbursement for travel, caregiving, and 
other expenses. 

The Community Engagement Plan also: 

• Promotes Ecology’s implementation of Executive Order 23-0213, which requires 
cabinet agencies (like Ecology) to develop plain language policies describing how 
the agency will promote the use of plain language when communicating with the 
public. 

• Aligns with the Community Engagement Values and Guidance14 released by the 
Environmental Justice Council in 2023. 

The Community Engagement Plan replaces the Community Engagement Guide for HEAL 
Act Implementation as Ecology’s agency community engagement plan. 

Department of Ecology 
The Community Engagement Plan advances Goal 1 of Ecology’s 2025-2030 Strategic Plan15 
to “support and engage our communities, customers, and employees.”  

 
12 https://doh.wa.gov/data-and-statistical-reports/washington-tracking-network-wtn/washington-
environmental-health-disparities-map 
13 https://governor.wa.gov/sites/default/files/exe_order/23-02%20-%20Plain%20Language.pdf 
14 https://waportal.org/sites/default/files/2024-
01/2023.08.25%20ADOPTED%20Community%20Engagement%20Guidance.pdf 
15 https://ecology.wa.gov/About-us/Who-we-are/Strategic-plan/2023-25-Strategic-Plan#goalbox1 

https://doh.wa.gov/data-and-statistical-reports/washington-tracking-network-wtn/washington-environmental-health-disparities-map
https://doh.wa.gov/data-and-statistical-reports/washington-tracking-network-wtn/washington-environmental-health-disparities-map
https://governor.wa.gov/sites/default/files/exe_order/23-02%20-%20Plain%20Language.pdf
https://waportal.org/sites/default/files/2024-01/2023.08.25%20ADOPTED%20Community%20Engagement%20Guidance.pdf
https://ecology.wa.gov/About-us/Who-we-are/Strategic-plan/2023-25-Strategic-Plan#goalbox1
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The Community Engagement Plan most directly helps Ecology advance Objective 1.2, 
“Increase and ensure meaningful engagement with our communities … listen to their 
feedback and use it to improve our work.” 

Relevant frameworks and key concepts  
Environmental justice  
The HEAL Act defines EJ as “the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people 
regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the development, 
implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, rules, and policies. 
Environmental justice includes addressing disproportionate environmental and health 
impacts in all laws, rules, and policies with environmental impacts by prioritizing 
vulnerable populations and overburdened communities, the equitable distribution of 
resources and benefits, and eliminating harm” (RCW 70A.02.010(8)). 

The Community Engagement Plan is especially focused on meaningful involvement. 
People living in neighborhoods and communities that face multiple, combined 
environmental harms and risks to human health also often face barriers to public 
engagement processes. These barriers make it harder for those community members to 
share concerns, identify needs, and offer solutions to government agencies. 

For Ecology to advance Washington’s commitments to EJ, especially meaningful 
involvement, we must make sure our engagement processes facilitate access and support 
inclusion for all people in Washington.  

Community engagement spectrum 
The Community Engagement Plan refers to a spectrum of engagement that defines five 
levels of community engagement. This spectrum adapts the Community Engagement to 
Ownership Spectrum16, developed by Rosa Gonzalez of Facilitating Power, and the 
Spectrum of Public Participation17, developed by the International Association for Public 
Participation. The five levels range from less to more energy-intensive engagement and 
less to more community influence over decision-making (Table 1).  

For example, at the first level, Ecology may inform a community about a project through 
timely and culturally appropriate outreach. “Informing” is a one-way flow of information 
from the agency to the community. Community members do not provide input, and they do 
not have an opportunity to shape the project. At higher levels, Ecology may engage a 
community by involving community members as expert informants or collaborating with 
them as partners to develop a project or plan. These levels of engagement require 
significant time and energy from community members. They also create a significant 
opportunity for the community to shape the project.  

 
16 https://www.facilitatingpower.com/spectrum_of_community_engagement_to_ownership 
17 https://iap2usa.wildapricot.org/cvs 

https://www.facilitatingpower.com/spectrum_of_community_engagement_to_ownership
https://www.facilitatingpower.com/spectrum_of_community_engagement_to_ownership
https://iap2usa.wildapricot.org/cvs
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The spectrum is a useful way to define and communicate in simple terms about 
engagement goals, key agency commitments, and degrees of community input and 
influence. 

Table 1. Spectrum of community engagement (adapted from the Facilitating Power Spectrum of Community Engagement 
to Ownership and the International Association for Public Participation Spectrum of Public Participation). 

LEVEL GOAL AGENCY 
RESPONSIBILITY 

AMOUNT OF 
COMMUNITY 
INPUT AND 
INFLUENCE 

INFORM Provide relevant and 
accessible information. 

Keep communities 
informed. 

Lowest 

CONSULT Gather input on analysis, 
alternatives, and/or 
decisions. 

Request, listen, and 
respond to 
community input. 

Low/medium 

INVOLVE Work with communities 
throughout a process to 
make sure their needs and 
ideas are incorporated 
starting at the planning 
stage. 

Be open to new ideas 
or directions that 
emerge in working 
with communities. 

Medium/high 

COLLABORATE Partner with communities 
throughout a process so that 
every stage of the process 
reflects community 
leadership. 

Support community 
capacity and uplift 
community 
leadership and 
expertise. 

High 

EMPOWER Bridge the divide between 
community and government 
to shift decision-making 
power to communities. 

Implement 
community-identified 
solutions and 
decisions. 

Highest 
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Environmental Justice Council Values and Guidance for Community 
Engagement 
The Environmental Justice Council (Council) adopted its Values and Guidance for 
Community Engagement18 in August 2023.  

The Council identifies the following basic values for community engagement: 

• Community-Centered: With a focus on those closest to the pain. Power, dialog, 
and knowledge production must be done with community as equal partners. The 
use of lived experience, story, participatory, qualitative, and arts-based methods 
that accurately convey community concerns must be prioritized as at least equal 
to western and quantitative methods for transformational change.  

• Equity-Centered: We work to make meaningful change with communities that 
have been historically oppressed, denied resources, and extracted from for the 
benefit of others. The goal is to eliminate racial hierarchies and advance 
collective liberation, where Black, Indigenous, and People of Color, in particular, 
have the dignity, resources, power, and self-determination to fully thrive.  

• Accessible: Work should be done in locations where community is in 
partnership with community-based organizations and community leaders, in 
ways that utilize multiple ways of knowing, in ways that share power, and with 
results that are usable by community. Translation services and disability 
inclusion through accommodations should be provided.  

• Authentic: Community is the expert of their lived reality. Engagement with 
community should be authentic, ongoing and non-extractive, and value 
community knowledge through reciprocity. 

• Accountable (Reciprocal Trust): Government must acknowledge their past and 
current missteps and take action to create a better relationship currently and in 
the future through Truth and Reconciliation. At the same time, government often 
distrusts community knowledge and work if it is not based on quantitative data 
(even if the numbers are not accurate or real). Authentic partnership with 
community can lead to data that is a more accurate representation of their truth. 

• Intersectional: We coalition build by doing intersectional work to make a more 
inclusive, equitable, and sustainable movement that explores the nuance of how 
identities such as gender, race, disability, sexuality, religion, citizenship, age, 
and more have led to disproportionate burdens from environmental inequities.  

 
18 https://waportal.org/sites/default/files/2024-
01/2023.08.25%20ADOPTED%20Community%20Engagement%20Guidance.pdf 

https://waportal.org/sites/default/files/2024-01/2023.08.25%20ADOPTED%20Community%20Engagement%20Guidance.pdf
https://waportal.org/sites/default/files/2024-01/2023.08.25%20ADOPTED%20Community%20Engagement%20Guidance.pdf
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• Interconnectedness: We are interwoven with all people of the world, the 
environment, and the living and non-living world. Only through working together 
and seeing the humanity of us all can we replace individualism that leads to 
extractive relationships with people and the environment towards reciprocal 
relationships to address inequities and climate change. 

The Council also provides the following guidance for incorporating these values into 
community engagement: 

• Demonstrate respect and value for community cultural practices and 
expressions, ways of knowing, forms and sources of community leadership, and 
specific, local expertise. 

• Center, acknowledge, trust, and amplify voices of marginalized, vulnerable 
communities experiencing unaddressed environmental health disparities. 
Remember that community is the pre-eminent expert in their reality. 

• In planning and conducting community engagement, incorporate an 
understanding of the impacts of historical, contemporary and structural forms of 
racial and other oppressions. Incorporate this understanding into analytical 
methodologies agencies use when determining community impacts, mitigations, 
reparative benefits and the implementation of community engagement. The 
community engaged should be the primary beneficiary. 

• When planning and conducting community engagement, utilize multiple forms of 
culturally responsive research, including quantitative, qualitative, and 
community-driven methodologies and approaches to collaborative, and applied 
research that center community cultural values, voice, and agency. Ask the right 
questions, do the research in a non-extractive and anti-racist way to avoid 
disengagement, analyze the data in a non-deficit way, and the data/end product 
should be usable by community. 

• Prioritize transparency in data collection by preserving raw data and creating 
opportunities for communities to re-analyze it. Recognize that publicly available 
data sometimes minimizes community-based data. Utilize community-based 
research methods, including multiple qualitative and quantitative data sources 
to identify marginalized, vulnerable sub-populations within communities that 
might require unique approaches for engagement. 

• In collaboration with communities, identify and use culturally and linguistically 
responsive and effective outreach and community engagement methods and 
materials. 
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• Fully and concurrently utilize a wide variety of methods to conduct and engage 
communities in the ways and venues preferred by communities themselves. 
Make sure materials are accessible to community members without technology, 
prefer not to use technology, or have low literacy. 

• Ensure that community meetings take place during times and locations when 
community members are available. 

• Consider the impacts of community engagement on communities. Provide 
needed social supports such as funding for community-based resources that 
communities identify to help mitigate and process the trauma experienced from 
the engagement itself. 

• Treat the valuable engagement with reciprocity in the form of gifts, food, and 
compensation which is a baseline of exchange for knowledge and experience 
communities are sharing with the state that they would otherwise not have 
access to. 

• Coordinate and collaborate among state agencies when engaging with 
communities. 

• Provide a report on how the above guidance is integrated in community 
engagement, and lessons learned.  

Meaningful engagement at Ecology 
The HEAL Act directs agencies to support the “direct and meaningful involvement” of 
overburdened communities and vulnerable populations. Only communities can identify 
what is meaningful for them. However, for a general concept of meaningful involvement (or 
meaningful engagement), Ecology follows the Council’s Values and Guidance for 
Community Engagement as a framework that is aspirational, actionable, and anchored in 
community values and wisdom. Part Three of the Community Engagement Plan translates 
this framework into processes and practices that Ecology can apply to promote 
meaningful engagement in specific projects or contexts. 

Engagement is usually more meaningful when agencies involve, collaborate with, or 
empower communities (referring to the engagement spectrum, Table 1). These levels of 
engagement feature two-way learning and dialogue and bring the agency into relationship 
with communities. They also allow community members to significantly shape processes 
and influence outcomes.  

Strategies that support these higher levels of engagement include: 

• Engaging communities outside of specific projects to learn about the issues that are 
priorities for them and collaborating on community-driven solutions. 
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• Offering regular environmental outreach and education or other opportunities that 
build skills and awareness around Ecology’s work and processes. This sort of 
outreach can help form and strengthen relationships with communities. It also 
builds community capacity to get involved in Ecology’s public participation 
processes. 

• Identifying internal opportunities to create or strengthen direct feedback loops from 
communities to decision-makers. 

• Investing resources and staff capacity in relationship-building and working toward 
sustained collaborations and partnerships with communities. 

These are directions for growth that Ecology’s environmental programs should work to 
incorporate in program-specific community engagement plans or strategies (see Part Two). 
Ecology’s Office of Equity and Environmental Justice (OEEJ) will also lead ongoing efforts to 
develop and implement agencywide strategies and processes that: 

• Promote coordination across environmental programs so that Ecology can engage 
with communities more collaboratively and holistically. 

• Earn trust and strengthen relationships with communities. 

• Explore more collaborative and participatory approaches that empower 
communities to shape agency decisions. 

Strategically advancing in these areas will help Ecology engage more meaningfully with 
communities overall. 

Barriers to meaningful engagement 
Barriers are blocks or obstacles that stand in the way of meaningful community 
engagement. Barriers may prevent community members from accessing engagement 
processes. They may also prevent community members from engaging fully, even when 
they are able to access a process. 

The concept of barriers is central to the Community Engagement Plan. Overburdened 
communities and vulnerable populations face many barriers that prevent them from 
engaging meaningfully with agencies. Many of these barriers are systemic, meaning they 
are rooted in history, interconnected, and reinforce one another. This makes engagement 
even more challenging for communities.  

Ecology recognizes that government agencies have played a major role in creating and 
maintaining many barriers to meaningful engagement. Therefore, government agencies are 
also responsible for addressing these barriers to “facilitate equitable participation and 
support direct and meaningful involvement of overburdened communities and vulnerable 
populations” (RCW 70A.02.050). 
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Types of barriers 
In their report, the EJ Task Force used a collaborative process to identify some key barriers 
facing overburdened communities in Washington. This section draws on those findings, 
along with insights from Ecology engagement practitioners, to summarize some major 
barriers to meaningful engagement. 

COMMUNICATION BARRIERS. Agencies may not effectively communicate the information 
people need to get involved. Specific communication barriers that prevent meaningful 
engagement include: 

• Heavy use of technical language and jargon. 

• Failure to communicate in plain language. 

• Communication through complex or impersonal bureaucratic processes. 

• Failure to translate and/or interpret information into needed languages and 
language variants. 

• Low-quality, overly literal, or overly technical translations. 

• Information that is not accessible to people with impaired vision (e.g., due to small 
print or lack of braille) and/or impaired hearing (e.g., due to lack of American Sign 
Language interpretation). 

When community members do not receive enough accessible background information, 
they may not feel confident or “competent” enough to participate. Undefined engagement 
goals and unclear communication about what government can and can’t do also make it 
hard for people to understand their role and how to make recommendations. 

DISINTEREST AND DISTRUST. Many communities have high levels of skepticism, disinterest, 
and distrust about government engagement processes. This may be related to: 

• Negative relationships or experiences with government agencies. 

• Lack of transparency by agencies about the work they do, opportunities for public 
involvement, and how much the public can meaningfully influence the process. 

• Agency focus on compliance rather than preventing harm or meaningful 
engagement. 

• Public participation processes that do not actually influence outcomes. 

• Agency employees who lack direct experience with the communities where they 
work. 
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FATIGUE. Communities often face the combined effects of multiple harms all at once. 
However, agency engagement processes require people to address only one part of an 
issue at a time because of siloed government processes and jurisdictions. This can quickly 
become exhausting and lead to engagement fatigue.  

Fatigue increases when government agencies repeatedly seek to engage with the same 
communities, especially in contexts that are driven by agency rather than community 
priorities. Engagement becomes even more taxing when agencies fail to provide 
information, resources, and other supports communities need to participate. Additionally, 
government agencies often fail to follow up with community members. This may lead 
community members to question whether engaging is a good use of time.  

When fatigue is high and trust in government is low, community members may decide to 
rely on systems that have been effective for them in the past (like community networks) 
instead of engaging with government or trying to access government services. 

GOVERNMENT NORMS. Many standard practices or norms in government create barriers to 
meaningful engagement. Examples identified in the EJ Task Force Report19 include: 

• Conducting one-off engagement. 

• Working in government silos. 

• Not empowering engagement staff and undervaluing their skills and expertise. 

• Not evaluating engagement processes for effectiveness. 

• Failing to recognize that solutions may not work for all communities and may in fact 
create risk or harm.  

Agencies do not commonly incorporate new or creative engagement processes that 
address community needs or recommendations. Often agencies expect communities to 
adapt to agency culture, rather than meeting people where they are.  

HISTORIES AND LEGACIES OF DISCRIMINATION. Many government policies and practices have 
historically discriminated against certain socio-demographic populations or groups of 
people. These histories of discrimination and their lasting impacts (“legacies”) connect 
deeply with many other barriers such as disinterest and distrust and non-representative 
engagement.  

Also closely related, government agencies tend to privilege scientific and technical 
knowledge while under-valuing community knowledge, lived experience, and Indigenous 

 
19 https://healthequity.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2022-01/EJTF%20Report_FINAL%281%29.pdf 

https://healthequity.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2022-01/EJTF%20Report_FINAL%281%29.pdf
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Knowledge. Because agencies place low value on these types of knowledge, they often do 
not see or address gaps in community participation. 

INACCESSIBLE EVENTS. Barriers that may prevent access to events include physical 
inaccessibility of event locations and times and costs related to travel and childcare. 
Online events may be inaccessible for people without reliable cellular or internet service. 
Events may also be inaccessible when people do not feel welcome, safe, or comfortable 
participating. This may occur if participants experience fear or intimidation. For example, if 
an event has strong representation from business, industry, or government, community 
members may feel their input is invalid or fear retaliation if they speak up.  

Other barriers that make events inaccessible include: 

• Events held in government buildings rather than community venues that are 
familiar and convenient to community members. 

• In-person events that are not accessible by public transit. 

• Events held during government business hours (8-5) when many people are 
working. 

• Events that do not provide childcare services or other options to support 
participants’ caregiving needs. 

• Culturally insensitive or inappropriate event formats. 

• English-speaking presenters not working well with live interpreters. 

• Physical arrangements that discourage participation or enforce power hierarchies 
(for example, having agency representatives on an elevated stage with community 
members seated as onlookers in an audience). 

LACK OF UNDERSTANDING OF TRIBAL SOVEREIGNTY. Agency employees who have not been 
educated about Tribal sovereignty may mistakenly believe public engagement can replace 
Government-to-Government consultation and engagement with Tribes. If employees do 
not understand Tribal sovereignty, they may try to combine Tribal engagement and 
consultation with general community or public engagement. Failing to honor Tribal 
sovereignty in this way may degrade the Government-to-Government relationship with 
Tribes. It also challenges meaningful engagement with Tribes and Tribal communities. 

LIMITED COMMUNITY INFLUENCE. Often engagement does not meaningfully influence 
outcomes, or the outcomes of engagement are unclear to communities. This can deepen 
distrust and discourage community members from engaging. Many factors limit how much 
community engagement can meaningfully shape projects or decisions, such as: 

• Rigid bureaucratic processes and procedures. 
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• Agency inflexibility or unwillingness to change. 

• Top-down, hierarchical, and non-transparent decision-making processes. 

• Decisions pre-determined by the Legislature. 

• Privileging of technical knowledge over other types of knowledge. 

• Engaging communities after decisions have been made. 

As identified in the EJ Task Force Report, the real or perceived power of business and 
industry interests may also limit community influence. When communities believe 
government is more aligned with these interests they may be intimidated and hesitate to 
engage as well.  

LIMITED TIME, RESOURCES, AND CAPACITY. Meaningful engagement takes time and often 
agency timelines are too short. This means agency employees do not have enough time to 
plan accessible engagement, let alone build relationships and meaningfully engage with 
communities.  

Additionally, agencies often do not provide enough resources for community engagement. 
Often the employees who prepare budgets do not have community engagement expertise, 
so they do not fully account for the expenses required to make engagement accessible and 
inclusive. And, as identified in the EJ Task Force Report, often the Legislature does not 
respond to agency requests for engagement funding.  

Limited capacity is another major barrier to meaningful engagement. Employees who work 
in engagement positions often have too many projects at once, limiting how much time 
they can dedicate to any one community. High rates of turnover among agency employees, 
especially engagement staff, also create barriers to long-term trust and relationship-
building. Other common gaps in agency capacity include:  

• Lack of engagement practitioners who have lived experience as members of 
communities they engage. 

• Lack of community engagement coordinators. 

• Lack of managers and supervisors with engagement experience. 

Limited time, resources, and capacity are also barriers for communities, especially when 
multiple agencies seek to engage a community at the same time. Community members 
have many pressing issues in their lives and may have other priorities. Community-based 
organizations can be important partners and bridges to connect agencies with community 
members. However, these organizations often have limited resources, and their staff often 
play multiple roles, so capacity is a major limitation for them as well. The EJ Task Force 
Report emphasizes that agencies need to invest in community leadership, community 
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capacity building, and technical assistance to help address community capacity 
limitations. 

NON-REPRESENTATIVE ENGAGEMENT. Many public engagement processes do not include all 
interested and affected communities. Agencies tend to hear the same voices over and 
over. Often these voices represent people who have the resources and capacity to engage. 
Sometimes agencies work with only a small set of communities or with nonprofit 
organizations that are not well connected to communities. And because agency staff often 
do not come from the communities they are engaging, they may not have the relationships 
or cultural context to overcome barriers of distrust and broaden representation.  
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Strategies to address barriers 
Table 2 lists strategies that can help remove or reduce barriers to meaningful engagement. Part Three provides additional 
guidance and best practices for incorporating some of these strategies to address barriers.  

Table 2. Strategies to address barriers to meaningful engagement. 

STRATEGY  EXPLANATION KEY BARRIER(S) ADDRESSED 
ACCESSIBILITY IN 
MEETINGS 

Make sure all print and digital materials meet document and digital 
accessibility standards. Provide a clear process for people with 
disabilities to request accommodations. Provide captions in online 
meetings. Arrange American Sign Language live interpretation if a 
community member makes a request. 

Communication barriers; 
inaccessible meetings 

ACCESSIBLE VENUE Choose physical locations and/or online platforms that are 
convenient to participants and accessible to people with 
disabilities. Consider parking availability and cost and access to 
transit when selecting a venue. Also consider digital accessibility, 
especially in rural areas. If internet access is a major limitation, 
hold the event in-person or provide hybrid options. 

Inaccessible meetings 

CAREGIVING Reimburse caregiving expenses following Ecology’s Lived 
Experience Compensation Guidelines. If feasible, consider working 
with a community partner organization who can provide caregiving 
services on-site at engagement events. 

Inaccessible meetings 

COMMUNITY 
PARTNERS 

Collaborate with a community-trusted partner (e.g., a community-
based or faith-based organization) to design accessible, 
culturally/locally appropriate engagement activities and outreach 
materials. 

Disinterest and distrust; non-
representative engagement 

COMPENSATION Compensate community member time and expertise following 
Ecology’s Lived Experience Compensation Guidelines. 

Disinterest and distrust; 
fatigue; inaccessible meetings  

COORDINATION Communicate and coordinate internally to avoid engaging the 
same communities or community partners repeatedly in a short 
period of time. Avoid overlapping with other Ecology engagement 
efforts. When feasible and beneficial from a community 

Fatigue; government norms 
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STRATEGY  EXPLANATION KEY BARRIER(S) ADDRESSED 
perspective, coordinate with other programs/offices to combine 
engagement efforts. 

CREATIVITY AND 
INNOVATION 

Think outside the box and don’t be afraid to try new strategies, 
especially when they are community-identified approaches and 
solutions. Invite communities to incorporate storytelling and art 
into engagement. Where appropriate, work in partnership with 
communities to pursue innovative practices like community 
assemblies and participatory budgeting.  

Disinterest and distrust; 
government norms; histories 
and legacies of discrimination 

CULTURAL 
HUMILITY 

Engage with humility. Do desk research to learn as much as 
possible about the culture of the community, but don’t assume to 
know or fully understand the community. Respect the community’s 
cultural practices and norms (including language/communication, 
interpersonal, and group practices and norms). Avoid language and 
practices that are offensive, culturally inappropriate, and/or 
irrelevant.  

Disinterest and distrust; 
histories and legacies of 
discrimination 

DIFFERENT MODES 
OF ENGAGEMENT  

Engage with communities in multiple ways that account for 
differences in peoples’ needs and preferences (e.g., online and in-
person, visual and written communication, anonymous and 
identifiable input, etc.). 

Communication barriers; 
inaccessible meetings 

FOOD Provide food at the event as a business need justified by this 
Community Engagement Plan, using local, nutritious, culturally 
preferred catering. Reimburse community members on 
workgroups for the cost of meals (per diem) that fall during 
workgroup or workgroup-related engagement activities, following 
Ecology’s Lived Experience Compensation Guidelines. 

Disinterest and distrust; 
inaccessible meetings 

IDENTIFYING 
COMMUNITIES  

Use a systematic process to identify overburdened communities 
and vulnerable populations who may be impacted by a project. 
Design an engagement strategy that addresses barriers for these 
communities and populations.   

Limited community influence; 
non-representative 
engagement 
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STRATEGY  EXPLANATION KEY BARRIER(S) ADDRESSED 
LANGUAGE 
SERVICES 

Provide translation and/or interpretation into non-English 
languages following Ecology’s language access guidance. Make 
sure to identify and provide needed language access services 
throughout the span of an engagement process (before, during, 
and after engagement). 

Communication barriers; 
inaccessible meetings 

MEET PEOPLE 
WHERE THEY ARE 

In a literal sense, meet people where they are by engaging with 
communities where they already gather rather than hosting a 
separate Ecology event. In a metaphorical sense, also “meet 
people where they are” by connecting engagement to topics that 
are relevant to people’s lives, in terms that are interesting and 
familiar to them. 

Communication barriers; 
inaccessible meetings; fatigue 

MEMBER 
CHECKING AND 
FOLLOW-UP 

Follow up to inform communities about how their engagement 
informed the activity or decision. Share notes and summaries of 
community input with the people who provided it and allow them a 
chance to make revisions (“member checking”). 

Disinterest and distrust 

ONBOARDING AND 
TRAINING 

Ensure new staff onboarding adequately trains engagement staff in 
Ecology processes, relationships, and best practices. Provide 
engagement staff ongoing training to enhance relevant skills and 
knowledge for engagement with culturally diverse populations. 
Ensure staff working with Tribes and Tribal communities are trained 
in Government-to-Government. 

Government norms; lack of 
understanding of Tribal 
sovereignty; limited time, 
resources, and capacity 

PLAIN LANGUAGE Communicate with everyday language, avoid jargon, and provide a 
simple and straightforward presentation of content. Make sure 
presenters speak slowly and clearly. 

Communication barriers; 
inaccessible meetings 

POWER ANALYSIS Identify all interested parties (communities, industry, government, 
etc.) and map out who has what type(s) of power to advance their 
goals through the action or process. Develop an engagement 
strategy that accounts for power imbalances that may prevent 
community members from participating (e.g., designing separate 
community-focused events, featuring community members as 

Limited community influence; 
non-representative 
engagement 
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STRATEGY  EXPLANATION KEY BARRIER(S) ADDRESSED 
presenters or panelists to elevate community voices at public 
events). 

PROACTIVE 
PLANNING AND 
BUDGETING 

Forecast engagement needs early when making program/office 
budget requests. Budget funds for strategies that remove barriers 
to engagement (e.g., language access services, lived experience 
compensation, food, tailored outreach materials). 

Government norms; limited 
community influence; limited 
time, resources, and capacity 

STAFF CAPACITY Dedicate enough staff capacity to plan and implement accessible, 
meaningful engagement. Make sure staff have time and resources 
they need to build and maintain relationships with communities. 
Increase engagement staff capacity and recruit staff with lived 
experience in the communities they engage with. 

Government norms; limited 
time, resources, and capacity 

SUPERVISOR 
SUPPORT  

Make sure engagement staff have supportive supervisors who are 
familiar with and can advocate for the specialized needs of 
engagement work (e.g., flexible scheduling to allow participation in 
after-hours events, importance of food and giveaways, time 
needed to invest in relationship building, etc.).  

Limited time, resources, and 
capacity 

TECHNICAL 
ASSISTANCE 

If the topic is highly technical, dedicate time and resources to 
providing communities with the training, skills, knowledge, and/or 
time they need to engage effectively. 

Communication barriers; 
limited time, resources, and 
capacity 

TECHNOLOGY Avoid using software tools that require fast internet or a powerful 
electronic device. At engagement events, assign staff to provide 
technology support for participants (if applicable). 

Inaccessible meetings; limited 
time, resources, and capacity 

TIMING Begin engagement as early as possible in the project timeline, 
extend engagement timelines, and plan events with multiple time 
offerings (daytime, evening, weekend).  

Inaccessible meetings 

TRANSPARENCY Explain engagement processes and decision-making clearly and in 
plain language. Identify who is in decision-making roles. Define 
how community members can and can’t influence outcomes and 
explain any factors that limit the agency’s ability to incorporate 

Communication barriers; 
disinterest and distrust; 
limited community influence 
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STRATEGY  EXPLANATION KEY BARRIER(S) ADDRESSED 
community input (e.g., timelines, resource limitations, legal 
requirements, etc.). 

TRAUMA-
INFORMED 
PRACTICES 

Integrate appropriate best practices for trauma-informed 
engagement when working with communities and individuals who 
have experienced historic and ongoing traumas. 

Disinterest and distrust; 
fatigue; histories and legacies 
of discrimination; lack of 
understanding of Tribal 
sovereignty 
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Part Two: Community Engagement Plan Implementation Guide 
This part of the Community Engagement Plan provides implementation guidance for 
Ecology’s environmental programs20. Ecology’s environmental programs are responsible 
for implementing the Community Engagement Plan at two levels: programmatic and 
project-level.   

Programmatic implementation 
At a programmatic level, implementing the Community Engagement Plan means 
developing a program community engagement plan or strategy. The program plan should 
align with the agency Community Engagement Plan and adapt it for program-specific 
contexts and requirements. 

Generally, program community engagement plans or strategies should include: 

• An overview of the program’s outreach and engagement and any relevant 
authorities, including but not limited to the HEAL Act. 

• Program-specific roles and responsibilities. 

• A list or framework identifying types of discretionary projects where the program will 
implement the Community Engagement Plan. 

• If desired, tailored versions of process guidance and best practices from Part Three 
to suit program-specific contexts or activities. 

• If desired, tailored versions of worksheets and resources provided as supplemental 
materials. 

Programmatic implementation is recommended but not required. The Community 
Engagement Plan covers programs that do not develop program community engagement 
plans or strategies. 

Project-level implementation 
At a project level, implementation means following the process guidance and best 
practices from the Community Engagement Plan (or a programmatic version of it) in 
specific projects.  

Because the HEAL Act directly authorizes the Community Engagement Plan, implementing 
the process guidance and best practices is most important for projects that are covered 
actions under the HEAL Act, or “HEAL Act compliance projects.”  

Programs may exercise more discretion in deciding whether to implement the process 
guidance and best practices for projects that are not covered actions under the HEAL Act. 

 
20 https://ecology.wa.gov/about-us/who-we-are/our-programs 

https://ecology.wa.gov/about-us/who-we-are/our-programs
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The Community Engagement Plan refers to non-HEAL Act compliance projects as 
“discretionary projects.”  

HEAL Act compliance projects  
HEAL Act compliance projects include community engagement for covered actions under 
the HEAL Act. These are: 

• Environmental Justice Assessments of significant agency actions (RCW 
70A.02.06021), including: 

o Significant legislative rules (rulemaking). 

o New grant/loan program the agency is explicitly authorized or required by 
statute to carry out. 

o Capital project, grant, or loan award of at least $12 million. 

o Agency request legislation. 

• Developing opportunities for overburdened communities and vulnerable 
populations to meaningfully participate in agency expenditure decisions as part of 
Ecology’s budget equity obligations (RCW 70A.02.08022). 

• Developing metrics to evaluate and track progress toward HEAL Act 
implementation. 

• Any other HEAL Act implementation contexts. 

The Community Engagement Plan establishes agency standards for community 
engagement in HEAL Act compliance projects. Programs should prioritize project-level 
implementation in these contexts by closely following the process guidance and best 
practices in Part Three. 

Discretionary projects 
Some environmental programs implement laws and regulations that require engagement 
with overburdened communities and vulnerable populations. Examples include the 
Climate Commitment Act (Chapter 70A.65 RCW23) and the Model Toxics Control Act 
(Chapter 173-340 WAC24). 

 Ecology also engages with the public for many types of regulatory and non-regulatory 
activities that do not specifically require engagement with overburdened communities and 
vulnerable populations. Examples include: 

 
21 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.060 
22 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.080 
23 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.65 
24 https://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=173-340 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.060
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.060
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.080
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.65
https://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=173-340
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• Public comment periods, meetings, and hearings (e.g., public participation 
requirements of the State Environmental Policy Act, Chapter 43.21C RCW25). 

• Environmental education, outreach, and environmental behavior change 
campaigns. 

• Convening advisory groups, boards, and other types of external workgroups.  

• Administering or updating existing grant/loan programs. 

• Spills prevention and response. 

• Environmental monitoring and data collection. 

• Water rights adjudications. 

The Community Engagement Plan does not add new requirements for these or other 
discretionary projects. However, programs are strongly encouraged to use the process 
guidance and best practices for appropriate discretionary projects. This promotes 
consistent engagement with communities and the public that aligns with agency 
standards.  

Project teams can use the quick assessment in the next section to evaluate if project-level 
implementation is higher or lower priority for any given discretionary project. 

Programs are also encouraged to identify covered types of discretionary projects in the 
community engagement plans or strategies that they develop at the programmatic level. 

Quick assessment for discretionary projects  
This quick assessment can help project teams evaluate when to follow the process 
guidance and best practices from Part Three in a specific discretionary project. 

1) Is there a legal requirement to engage with overburdened communities, vulnerable 
populations, or any group similarly defined in law (e.g., highly impacted 
communities, disadvantaged communities, pollution-burdened communities)? 

 YES: Go to question 2. 

 NO: Go to question 3. 

2) Does the relevant legal authority define specific guidance or requirements for 
community engagement or any term with similar meaning (e.g., public participation, 
public engagement, community outreach)? 

 
25 https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.21C 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.21C
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 YES: Follow guidance or requirements specific to the relevant authority, 
drawing additional guidance from the Community Engagement Plan as 
needed. 

 NO: Strong recommendation to follow process guidance and best practices 
from Part Three. 

3) Does the project have any chance of impacting communities or populations who 
face systemic barriers to engagement? 

 YES or UNCERTAIN: Go to question 4.  

 NO: No changes or enhancements to current process recommended. 

4) Could any of the impacts to these communities or populations be more than 
minimal? 

 YES or UNCERTAIN: Strong recommendation to follow process guidance and 
best practices from Part Three. 

 NO: Follow current practice, incorporating best practices from the 
Community Engagement Plan if needed and feasible. 

This assessment provides general guidance. Project teams should evaluate and, if 
appropriate, override results based on their professional expertise and other relevant 
contextual factors. Program EJ Planners and OEEJ are also available to assist with these 
assessments. 

Implementation roles and responsibilities 
Environmental programs are responsible for implementing the Community Engagement 
Plan. This section provides OEEJ’s general recommendations for implementation roles and 
responsibilities. Programs are welcome to assign roles and responsibilities differently to 
best suit the needs and capacity of the program. 

OEEJ recommends that: 

• Communication Managers and/or EJ Planners lead programmatic 
implementation, with support and input from Community Outreach and 
Environmental Education Specialists (COEES), ENGAGE Coordinators, and other 
interested staff who hold relevant positions in the program. 

• Outreach/engagement specialists (COEES or staff in other relevant positions) 
lead project-level implementation, with support and input from relevant subject 
matter experts and project and/or site managers. 

• Supervisors and managers (unit/section) support staff who lead implementation 
(programmatic and project-level). This includes: 
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o Managing workloads to ensure staff have the time needed to dedicate to 
implementation. 

o Communicating with relevant project/site managers and decision-makers to 
ensure program/project timelines and budgets reflect engagement needs. 

o Assisting with workload prioritization to encourage staff’s participation in 
cross-agency opportunities to exchange lessons learned with other 
practitioners implementing the Community Engagement Plan (e.g., through 
the ENGAGE Network). 

• Program managers provide resources and leadership support for implementing the 
Community Engagement Plan (programmatically and at a project level). 

The Office of Equity and Environmental Justice provides agency-level direction, support, 
and advice for implementing the Community Engagement Plan. This includes: 

• Providing tools, trainings, and coordination to support implementation 
(programmatic and project-level). 

• Consulting on project-level implementation. 

• Reviewing program community engagement plans or strategies. 

• Compiling evaluation data to track and report on community engagement metrics at 
the agency scale. 

Continuous improvement 
Staff implementation leads should document challenges they experience implementing 
the Community Engagement Plan, especially at a project level. The internal evaluation 
process in Part Three of the Community Engagement Plan provides a framework for 
documentation. Incorporating this step will help Ecology build an evidence base for 
continuous improvement by highlighting major barriers and identifying resource and 
capacity gaps the agency should try to address.  
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Part Three: Process Guidance for Community Engagement 
Part Three of the Community Engagement Plan provides process guidance for community 
engagement in specific projects (as opposed to broader programmatic or agency 
engagement strategies). It describes a four-part framework for community engagement, 
including:    

• Scoping: conducting initial assessments to determine a goal level of community 
engagement based on how much the project will impact communities and how 
much communities can influence the project through engagement. 

• Planning: developing a project community engagement plan that identifies 
communities to engage and defines engagement goals, strategy, timeline, and 
evaluation methods.  

• Implementation: carrying out the project community engagement plan and 
adapting as needed. 

• Evaluation: inviting external and internal feedback on community engagement to 
inform future improvements and support agency performance tracking and 
reporting. 

Each part of the framework has accompanying best practices that align with guidance from 
the Environmental Justice Council. The best practices are meant to help project teams 
facilitate the direct and meaningful involvement of overburdened communities and 
vulnerable populations (RCW 70A.02.05026).  

Scoping  
Scoping involves completing a series of assessments to determine a goal level of 
engagement (referring to the engagement spectrum) based on: 

• The estimated significance of a project’s impact to overburdened communities and 
vulnerable populations. 

• The opportunity for members of overburdened communities and vulnerable 
populations to influence the project through engagement. 

The purpose of scoping is to right-size community engagement based on the project. 
Community members have a right to participate in processes and decisions that impact 
them. Ecology is committed to honoring and upholding this right. At the same time, 
community members have many demands on their time. Engagement fatigue is a known 
barrier, and we are responsible for reducing engagement burden as much as possible.  

 
26 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.050 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.02.050
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Scoping creates a structured process for evaluating how much time and energy Ecology 
should reasonably ask of communities when we seek to engage with them. It is a 
systematic way to prioritize time, capacity, and resources for more intensive engagement 
when engagement will be most impactful. 

When to scope 
The results of scoping potentially affect the larger timeline and budget of the project. 
Therefore, scoping should occur as early as possible alongside other preparatory work for 
the project overall. 

For Environmental Justice Assessments, project teams should scope community 
engagement before posting to the Office of Financial Management website. If necessary, 
project teams may refine or finalize scoping at later stages of the Environmental Justice 
Assessment. 

How to scope  
• HEAL Act compliance projects: complete Community Engagement Scoping 

Worksheet A.  

• Discretionary projects: complete Community Engagement Scoping Worksheet B. 

Scoping best practices 
Check biases and question assumptions. Scoping requires qualitative assessment, 
subjective evaluation, and best judgment to make reasonable estimates of impact and 
influence. To help keep the process rigorous: 

• Identify biases you may bring to scoping assessments. Be aware when they may 
influence your thinking.  

• Actively counter biases and assumptions by asking yourself (and others) what 
values and beliefs support your views.  

• Work collaboratively in teams of people who bring diverse expertise and 
experiences. 

• Do your research and ask for insight from colleagues who may have a perspective 
that is absent from the team. 

• As a team, develop and follow group agreements that commit to critical thinking, 
promote open discussion, and encourage team members to respectfully challenge 
each other. 

• Exercise empathy and try to see things through other people’s eyes. 
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Acknowledge uncertainty. Agencies have not engaged effectively with overburdened 
communities and vulnerable populations in the past. This means there is a lot we don’t 
know. To recognize and work through this uncertainty: 

• Name gaps in understanding or knowledge, rather than making assumptions.  

• Adopt a precautionary principle. If there is a chance of impact to communities, 
especially harmful impact, proceed as though that chance is likely unless you find 
information that shows otherwise. 

Bring in outside reviewers. Once scoping is complete, invite an internal review from 
Ecology colleagues outside the project team. An internal review can bring additional 
perspective and reveal considerations the project team may have missed. An internal 
review is recommended for: 

• High-profile projects. 

• Projects with high uncertainty. 

• Projects where error of estimation could create significant risks or negative 
outcomes for communities.  

Recognize limitations. Scoping involves estimating how and how much a project would 
impact communities. These estimates are imperfect because they are based on desk 
research and other available sources, not community engagement. Therefore, it is 
important to treat scoping only as a preparatory exercise and acknowledge its limitations. 
In practice this might mean: 

• Emphasizing that scoping is a preliminary or pre-planning exercise if 
communicating about the scoping process or results.  

• Not using scoping assessments as a source of information for community 
engagement reports or summaries of a project’s impacts to communities. 

• Connecting with community contacts or partner organizations to help ground-truth 
estimations of potential impacts, especially in high-profile or high-stakes 
situations. 

Planning  
Scoping helps a project team determine a goal level of community engagement. Planning 
expands this goal level into a more detailed project community engagement plan.  

Developing a project community engagement plan helps teams: 

• Identify and effectively address barriers to engagement. 

• Anticipate and address challenges. 
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• Align timelines.  

• Request adequate resources. 

• Communicate internally and externally.  

Even for projects with simple engagement, a plan can help with organization and 
coordination. It also creates documentation that enhances transparency.  

When to develop a project community engagement plan 
Community engagement may affect timelines, staffing, and resources for the project. 
Therefore, project teams should develop their community engagement plan as early as 
possible in overall project planning. Developing a plan early also promotes earlier 
engagement. This increases the likelihood that communities can engage before key 
decisions are made.  

For Environmental Justice Assessments, project teams should develop at least an initial 
project community engagement plan before posting to the Office of Financial Management 
website. Project teams may refine and finalize their plan at later stages of the 
Environmental Justice Assessment. 

Contents of a project community engagement plan 
A project community engagement plan should include the following main sections: 

• Project overview: provides high-level, plain language background on the project. 

• Engagement goals: define what the project team and/or communities seek to 
achieve through engagement. 

• Communities to engage: identifies communities the project team will seek to 
engage with. 

• Engagement strategy: describes engagement activities and how they address 
barriers to engagement. 

• Engagement timeline: presents an overall timeline for the engagement strategy. 

• Evaluation strategy: describes how the project team will evaluate engagement. 

The Project Community Engagement Plan Worksheet provides a general template and 
guidance for project community engagement plans.  

Barriers analysis 
Project teams should complete a barriers analysis to help develop their project community 
engagement plan. This will help project teams identify specific barriers that might affect 
their engagement process and design engagement activities that address those barriers as 
effectively as possible.  



 

Publication 26-01-008  Community Engagement Plan 
Page 32  March 2026 
 

The barriers analysis is only a planning support tool. It does not need to be included in the 
project community engagement plan. However, especially when co-developing the project 
community engagement plan, identifying and analyzing barriers can be a valuable exercise 
to complete with community partners. 

What to do with the project community engagement plan 
Relevant decision-makers in the program should review and approve the project 
community engagement plan. The engagement lead should store the approved plan in a 
location that is accessible to the full project team and update it as needed. The project 
team may also share their plan with OEEJ and request a consultation. 

Project teams may decide whether to share project community engagement plans 
externally. Key considerations include: 

• Any relevant legal requirements to make a community engagement plan publicly 
available. (Note, sharing project community engagement plans for HEAL Act 
compliance projects is not required.) 

• Benefits of sharing the plan with communities as part of the engagement process. 

• Transparency and accountability. 

• Interest or controversy of the project. 

Project teams who decide to share their project community engagement plans may do so 
formally or informally. Some approaches for sharing include: 

• Presenting and/or providing a copy of the plan to community members or partners 
as part of the engagement process. 

• Publishing the plan to the website and announcing it via GovDelivery and/or blog. 

• Releasing a draft of the plan for public comment and updating the plan based on 
input received. 

Planning best practices 
Identify overburdened communities and vulnerable populations. The project 
community engagement plan should focus on facilitating engagement with overburdened 
communities and vulnerable populations. Use a systematic process to identify 
overburdened communities within the project footprint and prioritize engagement with 
those communities, and especially vulnerable populations in those communities. HEAL 
Act compliance projects should follow the process for identifying overburdened 
communities and vulnerable populations in the Environmental Justice Assessment 
template. Teams working on discretionary projects can refer to companion guidance on 
identifying communities for engagement.  
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Plan to address barriers. Complete a barriers analysis to identify relevant barriers and 
develop an engagement strategy that addresses them. The project community 
engagement plan should minimally include strategies for addressing: 

• Language barriers for people with limited English proficiency. 

• Accessibility barriers for people with disabilities. 

Project teams should also, whenever feasible, prioritize strategies to address financial 
barriers to engagement, including costs of travel and caregiving.  

Table 2 provides a high-level overview of strategies that can help address these and 
additional barriers. Incorporating other best practices from Part Three of the Community 
Engagement Plan will also help project teams address many barriers to meaningful 
engagement. 

Start planning early. Early engagement is generally more meaningful because the 
opportunity for community influence is greater at early project stages. Early engagement 
requires early planning for the program to identify and budget for needed time, capacity, 
and resources. Make sure engagement specialists are included at the earliest stages of 
overall project planning and create at least an initial version of the project community 
engagement plan as soon as possible. 

Seek out opportunities to coordinate. Engagement requires community members’ time 
and energy. Programs can help reduce engagement burden by coordinating internally. 
Work through the ENGAGE Network communication channels and use the shared 
engagement calendar to learn about other community engagement efforts at the agency 
and take advantage of opportunities to coordinate. 

Extend the timeline. When feasible, extend the project timeline to allow for a longer 
period of community engagement. Benefits include: 

• Allowing time for relationship-building. 

• Creating buffers if delays come up. 

• Making it easier for the project team to adjust the engagement strategy in response 
to community-identified needs. 

• Reducing the sense of urgency, which is a burden both for communities and staff.  

Plan to support community members’ engagement. Community members need a 
chance to plan and prepare for engagement. To support community members’ 
preparations: 



 

Publication 26-01-008  Community Engagement Plan 
Page 34  March 2026 
 

• Announce engagement activities early enough for community members to plan for 
their participation. At a minimum, announce engagement events three weeks in 
advance. 

• Budget time and capacity to create plain language materials so community 
members can learn about the topic before sharing their input. 

• Compensate community members’ preparatory time if possible. 

Plan for engagement that meaningfully shapes the project. A key part of meaningful 
engagement is the opportunity for communities to significantly shape decisions or 
outcomes. Strengthen the chance for community influence by: 

• Ensuring all interested and affected parties at the agency, including relevant 
decision-makers, understand and buy into the expectation that the project will 
change through engagement. 

• Establishing channels and opportunities for direct communication between 
communities and relevant decision-makers. 

• Designing project timelines so engagement occurs at stages of the overall project 
that allow communities the greatest opportunity for meaningful influence. 
Generally, this means engaging early, before key aspects of the project are defined. 

• Planning to engage multiple times throughout long-running projects and doing 
regular check-ins with and/or updates back to the community. 

Prepare for adjustments. Project teams may need to adjust their plan over the course of 
community engagement, especially for plans that span multiple months or even years. It’s 
wise to prepare in advance. In the engagement timeline, try to anticipate where changes or 
delays may occur. As a team, discuss alternative timelines and/or activities that will make 
it easier to pivot if needed. 

Pursue partnerships. Sometimes it is best to lean on a local partner such as a 
community- or faith-based organization or other community figures who have ties and trust 
with the community. Partners may lead more effective and meaningful engagement, 
especially when Ecology does not have strong connections with a community. If working 
with partners: 

• Allow time to form partnerships in the project community engagement plan.  

• Collaborate with the community partner to develop the project community 
engagement plan. 

• Avoid asking community partners to provide services without reciprocity. If they are 
not funded on an Ecology grant, determine if they are eligible for compensation 
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under RCW 43.03.22027. If not, consider other ways to reciprocate. Examples 
include: 

o Attending an organization’s events as a volunteer or presenter. 

o Providing information/materials that are useful to an organization or their 
community. 

o Sharing funding opportunities. 

o Connecting partners with relevant contacts in your network. 

Consider co-creating the engagement plan. Especially when the goal level of community 
engagement is more intensive (higher on the engagement spectrum), consider co-
developing the community engagement plan with the community. Co-creation will take 
additional time and resources. However, benefits include: 

• Engagement that is culturally appropriate and relevant. 

• Community ownership of the process. 

• Opportunities for deep collaboration and relationship-building. 

If the project team decides to pursue co-creation, develop an initial project community 
engagement plan describing how the project team will invite communities to the co-
creation process. Then, develop the final project community engagement plan 
collaboratively with the community. 

Implementation  
Implementation is the step where the project team conducts community engagement. 
Generally, implementation involves following the project community engagement plan. 
However, especially for more complex projects, project teams may need to develop 
additional planning materials, including: 

• Activity-specific plans that include roles and responsibilities, detailed planning 
timelines, venues, and other logistics for each activity in the engagement strategy. 

• Outreach/communications plan with key messages, talking points, and a detailed 
list of outreach/communications materials with timelines for developing and 
distributing those materials. 

• Language access planning worksheet identifying language access needs and 
strategies. 

 
27 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.03.220 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.03.220
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These additional materials will help project teams stay organized and manage the many 
moving pieces of engagement. Link these materials in the project community engagement 
plan to keep the full portfolio organized and coherent. 

Project teams should also develop a clear system for: 

• Collecting information and input that communities share throughout engagement 
(e.g., Team channel or site, SharePoint library, project management tool).  

• Using (e.g., analyzing, incorporating, responding to, sharing) information and input 
that communities share throughout engagement. 

When to implement community engagement 
Implementation should follow the timeline in the project community engagement plan. 
Community engagement timelines can vary widely from a few days to multiple years, 
depending on the complexity of the project and the engagement strategy. 

Implementation best practices 
Practice. Community engagement often involves many roles that need coordination and 
practice. Going in confident of logistics means staff are free to focus on their 
responsibilities, attend fully to participants, and adapt as needed. Good organization and 
smooth delivery demonstrate to community members that Ecology respects and values 
their time. This can help build trust. Specific practices include: 

• Clearly define staff roles in advance.  

• Do a dry run or dress rehearsal with all staff involved (including any live 
interpreters).  

• If difficult questions can be anticipated, schedule time in advance for staff to 
practice their responses through role play exercises. 

Be flexible. Plans can change and it is important to be flexible, especially in response to 
needs that communities identify.  

• Do as much as possible to accommodate changing community schedules or 
timelines. It’s ok to re-schedule events!  

• Be open to adjusting engagement goals if new needs or insights emerge through 
engagement. Adjust the engagement strategy to reflect and advance the revised 
goals. 

• Clearly communicate any adjustments of the project community engagement plan 
to relevant decision-makers and other interested parties internally and externally. 
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Avoid labels. Do not refer to people with labels such as “overburdened” or “vulnerable.” 
These terms can be insulting or disempowering. If you must use these terms to refer to 
specific technical or legal parts of the project: 

• Provide that context and explain that these terms are not meant as labels that 
define the community. 

• Ask community members how they would like Ecology to identify or describe their 
community. 

• Adopt the community’s preferred language with their permission. 

Communicate clearly about opportunity for influence. Provide straightforward 
information explaining how community engagement can and cannot shape the project. 
This will help establish clear expectations and reduce the risk of community 
disappointment or distrust down the road. Specific practices include:  

• At each stage of engagement or for each engagement activity, clearly define how 
community members’ input will influence the project.  

• Explain constraints that may limit how community input will influence the project. 

• Identify any decisions that have been publicly vetted already and cannot be 
changed.  

• Inform communities about how engagement influenced past steps of the work and 
emphasize how communities can shape present and future steps. 

• Don’t overpromise and don’t commit to anything the agency cannot deliver. 

• If the outcome or decision ultimately does not incorporate community input, 
explain why. Inform the community of other opportunities that will potentially allow 
them to work toward their goal. 

Provide locally and culturally appropriate meals. Food nourishes both bodies and 
relationships. Shared meals often lie at the heart of communal experience. Making the 
effort to provide foods that are meaningful to the community can nurture a sense of 
belonging. It also shows how much Ecology values community members’ time and input. 
When engagement falls during a normal mealtime, provide full meals with locally-preferred 
and culturally appropriate foods. This is a justified business expense that supports Ecology 
in upholding its legal obligations to facilitate the equitable participation of overburdened 
communities and vulnerable populations (RCW 70A.02.050). 

Anticipate conflict. Especially when engagement is focused on controversial issues, it is 
important to prepare for conflict. 



 

Publication 26-01-008  Community Engagement Plan 
Page 38  March 2026 
 

• At engagement events, include staff who are trained in conflict resolution and de-
escalation. 

• Use community guidelines (also called engagement guidelines or community 
agreements) that set ground rules for how people interact respectfully with one 
another in engagement spaces. Where appropriate, co-create these guidelines with 
the community to reflect their expectations. 

• Develop a safety plan ahead of time if there is reason to believe safety or security of 
community members and/or staff may be an issue. 

• Consider options for conflict management or mediation. Be aware that local law 
enforcement or security officers may decrease the sense of physical and 
psychological safety for some groups of people. Trusted community leaders or faith 
leaders may be more appropriate to enforce norms of respectful engagement in 
some cases.  

• Plan time for staff to de-brief and process difficult engagement experiences.  

Incorporate trauma-informed practices. Trauma-informed approaches can help project 
teams engage sensitively and responsibly with communities who may experience various 
types and layers of trauma.  

• Before engaging, learn as much as possible about the community and its history. 
Connect with colleagues and community informants to gain relevant context. 

• Incorporate best practices of trauma-informed engagement. 

• Develop a care and safety plan identifying strategies to promote a sense of physical, 
social, and psychological safety and wellbeing, both for community members and 
for staff. 

• In especially challenging situations, consider hiring a consultant with experience in 
trauma-informed communication and engagement. 

Pay attention to power. Community members may not be comfortable engaging with 
government agency staff because of real or perceived power hierarchies between 
government staff and community members. Different participant groups (e.g., 
communities and staff) may also hold different types or amounts of power. Relationships 
between these groups may affect how community members engage with Ecology. Some 
strategies for managing power differences to promote meaningful engagement include: 

• Working with partner organizations to host events that are for and by the 
community, with Ecology playing a supportive role.  

• Limiting the number of government employees in the room or space.  
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• Holding different events specifically for community members or creating breakout 
groups that separate community members from other interested parties or 
stakeholder groups. 

• Opening events with a community speaker who can frame the topic or issue from a 
community perspective through storytelling and lived experience. This can help 
break down power hierarchies by centering community voice and uplifting 
community expertise. 

• Working with community members to bring in a third-party facilitator they are 
comfortable with. If budget/time do not allow for a third party, an Ecology employee 
who is not associated with the project may be able to facilitate. 

• Presenting scientific, technical, and legal/regulatory information with humility. 
Explicitly affirm that efforts to address complex environmental issues are stronger 
when informed by diverse types of knowledge, including lived experience, local 
knowledge, and Tribal or Indigenous Knowledge. 

Look for gaps. While it is important to be present with those who are engaging, it is also 
important to think about those who are not engaging, and why.  

• Cross-reference the communities identified in scoping and planning with 
information about people who actually participate. Assess if there are key gaps in 
participation. 

• Ask community partners or other local partners who is missing and how best to 
reach them.  

• Revisit the barriers analysis to incorporate any new information. Identify any 
additional strategies that can help address relevant barriers.  

• Do some deeper research to seek out creative, locally grounded, and culturally 
appropriate ways to reach additional groups.  

• Be persistent. Especially when project impacts are significant, keep trying to reach 
impacted communities. 

Listen. Listening is an essential skill for engagement. Authentic listening shows respect 
and demonstrates that Ecology values community members’ input. This can help the 
agency earn trust and strengthen relationships. Practical tips include: 

• Practice active listening. Maintain eye contact, use non-verbal gestures to show you 
are engaged, and don’t interrupt. 

• Ask curious questions. 
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• Take and share notes when appropriate.  

Follow up. It is important for communities to feel heard and understand how Ecology uses 
their input. Important steps for follow-up include: 

• Documenting and creating summaries of community input and sharing them back 
to communities.  

• Providing a single point of contact at Ecology who can receive additional input or 
answer questions throughout the life of a project and, ideally, beyond. 

• Sharing any final reports or project deliverables and clearly explaining how 
community engagement shaped decisions or outcomes. 

Follow through. Use appropriate feedback channels to make sure community input 
reaches relevant decision-makers. Decision-makers should be as open and responsive as 
possible to community insights, needs, and solutions.  

Sometimes it is not possible to incorporate communities’ ideas or respond to their 
requests. Community members may also raise issues outside the scope of the project or 
Ecology’s jurisdiction. Follow-through is still important in these scenarios. Listen to what 
the community shares and make every effort to convey it to those who can act. This may 
require reaching out to other agencies. 

Protect community data. Engagement-related materials are subject to Public Records 
Act requests. Do not assume community members are aware of this!  

• Inform community members about the Public Records Act28. This is especially 
important in settings where they might not assume information could become 
public, such as a small focus group or one-on-one meetings. (Note, for low-intensity 
engagements that are clearly in the public domain (such as a public comment 
period or open house), there’s no need to specifically familiarize community 
members with the Public Records Act.) 

• Answer any questions about public disclosure and try to address any concerns 
(e.g., by taking anonymized written notes instead of recording). 

• Do not write down or otherwise record personal information29 and other types of 
confidential or potentially sensitive information, such as household income or 
immigration status. 

Respect community data. From a legal perspective, Ecology owns and is responsible for 
managing any data we collect. From a data ethics perspective, however, the information, 

 
28 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=42.56 
29 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=19.255.005 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=42.56
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=19.255.005
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perspectives, insights, and anything else communities share with Ecology belong to them. 
It is important to honor community ownership of community data. In practice, this might 
mean: 

• Providing community members an opportunity to review notes, summaries, and 
other records of information collected through engagement. Make any changes they 
request before finalizing. 

• Providing communities the final version of any notes, summaries, or other records 
of their engagement. 

• Making sure communities receive any technical data related to engagement or the 
larger project (e.g., sampling data, survey results) in a form that is useful and 
accessible. 

• Providing technical assistance or other forms of support to help communities use 
their data to their benefit. 

• Crediting communities when their ideas and solutions shape the project. If an 
action or outcome changes in response to community input, highlight that change 
explicitly. 

Earn trust. Earning trust requires Ecology to be a reliable, consistent, and trustworthy 
partner. At a high level, this means: 

• Following through on commitments. 

• Being straightforward and transparent. 

• Communicating clearly, even (and especially) when communications are difficult 
or uncomfortable.  

Project teams can also strengthen trust by providing reciprocal benefits for community 
members who share their time and expertise through engagement. Examples include: 

• Making staff available to support community partner needs, e.g., by attending their 
events or providing technical assistance, outreach materials, or other useful 
information. 

• Identifying or providing internship opportunities for community members, 
especially youth. 

• Making helpful connections with other employees at Ecology or other agencies.  

Build relationships. Relationship-building goes hand in hand with earning trust. 
Ultimately, the goal is for Ecology to build organizational relationships with communities. 
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However, organizational relationships form largely through interpersonal relationships 
between individual employees and community members.  

Relationships form gradually but can break quickly, especially when communities have 
historically had negative experiences with government. Therefore, it is important for 
engagement staff to receive support from their supervisors and programs to nurture these 
relationships.  

Relationships can also break down if key agency staff leave their positions. Some 
strategies that may promote long-term relationships include: 

• Connecting community contacts with other Ecology staff (while being careful to 
avoid creating a sense of overwhelm or increasing engagement fatigue). 

• Being intentional and thorough with documentation that will provide important 
context or background for future employees. Use agency resources like the 
Community Connections Tool. 

• Clearly communicating the possibility that staffing could change, asking 
community members what they need to feel secure in their relationship with 
Ecology, and addressing those needs as much as possible. 

Center humanity. Remember, this work is about people. At all times, respect and honor 
the humanity at the core of community engagement. 

• Approach communities with authentic and humble curiosity, in a spirit of care and 
learning.  

• Exercise empathy.  

• Engage community members with the same respect and dignity you want to be 
shown by others.  

• Take care of yourself and your teammates. It’s ok to ask for support! 

• Set boundaries that honor your capacity and reduce the risk of burnout. Clearly 
communicate these boundaries to colleagues and supervisors. 

• Make space to communicate and manage workload difficulties and emotional 
strain.  

• Build in moments of recognition and appreciation, both for communities and for the 
project team. 
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Evaluation  
Evaluating community engagement helps Ecology understand what we are doing well and 
what we can do better. Evaluation also promotes Ecology’s accountability by helping us 
track, monitor, and report on our community engagement efforts. 

The Community Engagement Plan recommends two types of evaluation: external and 
internal. 

External evaluation 
External evaluation is completed by community members. Community evaluations are 
essential to help us improve our engagement. Completing an evaluation also gives 
community members a chance to reflect, process, and share their experiences. 

How to do external evaluation 
Evaluation has important benefits, but it also makes an additional ask of community 
members. Therefore, evaluation should be brief, simple, and accessible to avoid 
increasing engagement fatigue. Evaluations should also be anonymous to encourage 
honest feedback. 

This section describes four options for external evaluation. Table 3 summarizes these 
options and their pros/cons and recommended applications. 

ECOLOGY ENGAGEMENT SURVEY. Project teams should generally use Ecology’s Engagement 
Survey for one-time engagement events such as listening sessions, workshops, or open 
houses. The survey has a short set of questions to assess if engagement is accessible, 
inclusive, and meaningful for community members. 

Using this survey will create a semi-standardized dataset that Ecology can monitor over 
time to identify patterns and inform process improvements. It is also relatively easy to 
analyze, visualize, and share survey data with community members and other interested 
parties.  

Project teams may distribute the survey either as a paper copy at engagement events 
and/or with a link or QR code to an online version.  

PROJECT-SPECIFIC EVALUATIONS. It may be appropriate to create project-specific evaluations 
for more intensive or long-running engagements such as: 

• A community engagement activity that involves the same community members in 
multiple events (e.g., workshop series, advisory group). 

• Engagement that mostly involves relationship-building with key community 
informants or partners in informal small group settings (e.g., regular phone calls or 
meetings). 

• Participatory budgeting or community assembly processes. 
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Questionnaire surveys customized to the engagement may be a better way to evaluate if 
engagement was meaningful for community members in these cases.  

Qualitative evaluation methods may also be appropriate for some long-running 
engagement strategies. Methods such as interviews and focus groups produce rich and 
nuanced feedback, especially if the project team has developed relationships with 
community members. However, these methods are intensive both for participants and 
from a data analysis perspective. Therefore, project teams should use qualitative 
evaluations selectively and only when both community members and staff have capacity. 

COMMUNITY CO-DESIGNED EVALUATION. Project teams may work with communities to 
collaboratively develop evaluations. Co-designed evaluation processes better reflect 
community goals. They may also use modes of inquiry and reporting that are most 
meaningful to the community (e.g., qualitative methods, storytelling, creative or artistic 
expression). Generally, co-designed evaluation is recommended when the project team 
and the community have co-developed the overall project community engagement plan. 

NO EXTERNAL EVALUATION. Engagement activities that are brief, asynchronous, and/or low 
intensity for participants generally should not include external evaluation. Examples 
include: 

• Tabling at a community event. 

• A community survey. 

• Door knocking. 

• Public comment periods
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Table 3.Overview of external evaluation options. 

OPTION BENEFITS DRAWBACKS METHODS RECOMMENDATION 
ECOLOGY 
ENGAGEMENT 
SURVEY  

Standardized data that 
allows comparison and 
visualization. Easy for 
staff to distribute and 
analyze. 

May not be well 
suited to the 
community and/or 
project. 

Questionnaire 
survey 

Default evaluation option for most one-
time engagement activities.  

PROJECT-
SPECIFIC 
EVALUATION 

Tailored questions that 
suit the project and/or 
community. 

Not standardized or 
comparable with 
other agency 
evaluation data. 
More time-intensive 
for staff. 

Questionnaire 
survey and/or 
qualitative 
methods 
(interview or 
focus group) 

Use for more intensive engagement that 
involves the same community members 
in multiple events or interactions. 
Qualitative methods most appropriate 
when staff have established 
relationships with community members. 

COMMUNITY 
CO-
DESIGNED 
EVALUATION 

Reflects community 
goals and interests. 
Most meaningful to 
community. 

Time/energy 
intensive for staff 
and communities. 
Not standardized or 
comparable with 
other agency 
evaluation data. 

Flexible Use when the overall engagement 
strategy is highly collaborative (co-
designed) and on a long timeline. 

NO 
EVALUATION 

Avoids additional ask of 
community.  

Misses an 
opportunity for 
feedback and 
improvement. May 
signal to community 
that we are not 
interested in 
feedback. 

N/A Default for brief, asynchronous, and/or 
low-intensity engagement when it is not 
feasible or practical to conduct 
evaluation. 
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When to do external evaluation 
The timing of external evaluation depends on the type of engagement. The following 
recommendations provide a rule of thumb. Project teams should use best judgment about 
following or overriding these recommendations on a case-by-case basis. 

For structured one-time engagement events (up to two hours) distribute evaluations at 
the end of the event.  

For unstructured or longer (more than two hours) structured engagement events 
distribute evaluations at the beginning of the event so participants can record their 
feedback in real time. Also provide reminders and distribute evaluations at the end of the 
event for those who join late. 

For long-running or multi-event engagements conduct the final evaluation at the end of 
the overall activity (e.g., when an advisory group concludes its work). Also consider short, 
less formal “pulse-check” evaluations throughout the process using methods, such as: 

• Quick, one-two question polls (Teams/Zoom poll, Mentimeter) at meetings. 

• Informal check-ins with community members or partners. 

• Offering the Ecology Engagement Survey (or a subset of the questions) for specific 
events within a multi-event series. 

Quick assessments allow community members to provide feedback along the way. This 
feedback can inform the project team about any needed adjustments to their engagement 
strategy.  

Internal evaluation 
The Ecology project team should also have an opportunity to self-evaluate and reflect on 
the engagement process. These internal self-evaluations can promote accountability and 
help improve future engagement in the program and at the agency. Self-evaluations also 
provide data that OEEJ uses for agency-level community engagement performance 
measurement. 

How to do internal evaluation 
The Engagement Self-Evaluation is designed for internal evaluation. The evaluation 
includes required questions for agency performance tracking and additional questions that 
are optional but highly recommended to promote learning, growth, and continuous 
improvement. Project teams should complete internal evaluations as a group, rather than 
as individuals.  

When to do internal evaluation 
Typically, project teams should complete internal evaluation at the end of their 
engagement strategy. However, for some complex or multi-stage engagement contexts, it 
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may make sense to do short internal evaluations as check-ins at key milestones. This can 
help the project team assess and adjust along the way. 

What to do with evaluation results 
Project teams should discuss internal and external evaluation results with relevant teams 
and managers in their programs. Engagement staff should lead on identifying, 
communicating, and implementing process improvements based on results. The project 
team may also develop recommendations for addressing more complex or systemic 
issues that evaluations highlight and elevate those recommendations to program 
management.  

Project teams should share aggregated external evaluation results with communities in an 
accessible format, such as a mailer, blog, or short video. It may make sense to present 
evaluation results when sharing other information, such as summaries of community 
feedback, final project reports, or presentations. 

Finally, project teams should share evaluation results with OEEJ as part of agency 
performance tracking and reporting.  

Evaluation best practices 
Please note, many of these best practices are already incorporated in the Ecology 
Engagement Survey.  

Make it accessible. As with other aspects of engagement, evaluation processes should 
actively facilitate community members’ participation. 

• Continue providing any language access services, accessibility accommodations, 
and other supports provided at other stages of engagement.  

• Use plain language. 

• Offer multiple ways to complete evaluation (e.g., written versions on paper and 
online, option to answer evaluation questions verbally with staff recording 
responses in writing). 

• Work with community partners to make sure evaluation questions are relevant and 
culturally appropriate. This is especially important for translations. 

Be brief. Generally, surveys should take no more than three to five minutes of community 
members’ time. Qualitative methods may take longer. One-on-one interviews should take 
no more than 20-30 minutes. Focus groups may take 45-90 minutes, depending on group 
size. 

Invite open-ended feedback. Questions with a standard set of fixed response options 
(e.g., multiple choice) are easy to analyze. They also produce data that can be compared 
between contexts and over time. The downside is that they limit feedback to responses 
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pre-determined by the project team. This can be restrictive and yield low-quality data. 
Therefore, along with fixed response questions, evaluations should also provide space for 
community members to share feedback in their own words.  

Request demographic information carefully and only when necessary. Demographic 
data can help Ecology to evaluate if we are improving our engagement with groups we have 
not engaged with effectively in the past. However, for community members, being asked 
for any kind of personal demographic information may feel unwelcome, invasive, or risky.  

The Ecology Engagement Survey does not include demographic questions. Tailored 
evaluations should incorporate demographic questions only when there is a clear need 
and would not create risk or damage relationships. 

If requesting demographic information: 

• Emphasize to community members they are not required to provide their 
demographic information.  

• Make sure community members understand they will still receive financial 
compensation or other benefits of engagement if they choose not to provide 
demographic information. 

• Avoid collecting demographic information that could personally identify 
community members. This is especially important for small communities. 

Embrace the tough stuff. Information about challenges, mistakes, and failures is some of 
the most important feedback Ecology can receive. This type of feedback creates 
opportunities for learning. Build in time for self-reflection and group processing to identify 
lessons learned from critical feedback. 

Celebrate the good stuff! Engagement is fulfilling yet deeply challenging work. It is 
important (especially for managers and leaders) to recognize and celebrate successes and 
accomplishments of the project team. Affirmations can do wonders for team morale and 
boost employee retention and wellbeing. 
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Appendix 1: Definitions 
Access: The ability, freedom, or permission to locate, get, or use information, resources, 
places, and people.  

Accessibility: Being able to independently interact with processes, services, information, 
or aspects of an environment in meaningful ways, with equivalent effectiveness and 
experience, regardless of ability. 

Barrier: a block or obstacle to meaningful engagement, often negatively impacting certain 
groups of people by preventing or challenging their ability to engage. Barriers are systemic 
when they are part of an interconnected web of barriers, often historically rooted and 
mutually reinforcing. 

Community-based organization: a mission-driven, usually nonprofit organization that is 
geographically located in, serves, works with, and often employs members of a specific 
community. 

Community engagement: interaction between an organization (like a government agency) 
and a community, where the organization seeks to communicate effectively with a 
community and incorporate their expertise and input into a process or decision. 
Community engagement can be more or less energy-intensive and provide more or less 
opportunity for community members to shape the process or decision (see “Community 
engagement spectrum”). 

Community engagement spectrum: a framework adapted from the Facilitating Power 
Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership and the International Association for 
Public Participation Spectrum of Public Participation. The spectrum identifies five levels of 
engagement, including: 

• Inform - Provide relevant and accessible information. 

• Consult - Gather input on analysis, alternatives, and/or decisions. 

• Involve - Work with communities throughout a process to make sure their needs and 
ideas are incorporated starting at the planning stage. 

• Collaborate - Partner with communities throughout a process so that every stage of 
the process reflects community leadership. 

• Empower - Bridge the divide between community and government and shift 
decision-making power to communities. 

Community partner: a community- or faith-based organization or other community 
connector who works with the agency on an initiative or project. 
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Discretionary project: a regulatory or non-regulatory project that is not a covered action 
under the HEAL Act. 

Environmental justice: the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people 
regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the development, 
implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, rules, and policies. 
Environmental justice includes addressing disproportionate environmental and health 
impacts in all laws, rules, and policies with environmental impacts by prioritizing 
vulnerable populations and overburdened communities, the equitable distribution of 
resources and benefits, and eliminating harm. 

Language access: the right of people with limited English proficiency to receive 
information and services in a language they understand. 

Limited English proficiency (LEP): a person who does not speak English as their primary 
language and has limited ability to speak, read, write, or understand it. According to 
Census data, LEP individuals are age five or older who speak a language other than English 
at home and speak English less than “very well.” 

Lived experience: direct personal experience relevant to a topic or issue. 

Lived experience compensation: compensation authorized under RCW 43.03.22030 
authorizing Ecology to compensate eligible individuals who participate on class one 
workgroups, including many one-time engagement workgroups. 

Meaningful engagement: an accessible, inclusive, historically- and culturally-informed 
process that brings communities and the agency into relationship with one another in 
developing policies, decisions, and actions that impact the community’s environment 
and/or health and wellbeing. 

Outreach: sharing information, services, and other benefits the agency provides with 
interested and affected parties. 

Overburdened community: a geographic area where vulnerable populations face 
combined, multiple environmental harms and health impacts, and includes, but is not 
limited to, communities designated by the Washington Department of Health based on 
cumulative impact analyses in RCW 19.405.14031 or a community located in census tracts 
that are fully or partially on "Indian country" as defined in 18 U.S.C. Sec. 1151. 

Plain language: communication that is clear and straightforward, making information 
easier to understand, especially important in public-facing materials and translations. 

 
30 https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.03.220 
31 https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=19.405.140 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=43.03.220
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=19.405.140
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Programmatic implementation: developing a program community engagement plan or 
strategy that aligns with the agency Community Engagement Plan and adapts it for 
program-specific contexts and requirements. 

Project-level implementation: following the process guidance and best practices from 
the Community Engagement Plan (or a program version of it) in specific projects.  

Public involvement (public participation): a process that consists of a series of activities 
and actions conducted by a sponsoring agency or other entity to both inform the public 
and seek input from them. Public participation creates the opportunity for people to 
influence decisions that affect their lives. Other terms for public participation include 
“public involvement” and “public engagement.” At Ecology, public involvement generally 
refers to public notice and public comment periods, which may also include a public 
event.  

Tribe: any federally recognized Indian Tribe whose traditional lands and territories include 
parts of Washington. 

Vulnerable populations: population groups that are more likely to be at higher risk for 
poor health outcomes in response to environmental harms, due to: 

• Adverse socioeconomic factors, such as unemployment, high housing and 
transportation costs relative to income, limited access to nutritious food and 
adequate health care, linguistic isolation, and other factors that negatively affect 
health outcomes and increase vulnerability to the effects of environmental harms. 

• Sensitivity factors, such as low birth weight and higher rates of hospitalization. 
"Vulnerable populations" includes: 

(i) Racial or ethnic minorities. 

(ii) Low-income populations. 

(iii) Populations disproportionately impacted by environmental harms. 

(iv) Populations of workers experiencing environmental harms. 
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