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To E n g a g e  or C o n s u l t ?

That is the q u e s t i o n !

The barcl W ill ia m  Shakespeare asked the question, "W ha t's  

in a name? That w h ich  w e  ca ll a rose, by any o ther name 

w o u ld  sm ell as sweet". This quo te  and the fate o f the star 

crossed lovers, Romeo and Juliet, w o u ld  be know n to avid 

readers and lib rarians. I w o n d e r w h a t M r Shakespeare w o u ld  

m ake o f the q u ie t litt le  tussle go ing  on over the tw o  words, 

'c o n s u lta tio n ' and 'engagem ent'. Let's hope he w o u ld  not be 

c o n te m p la tin g  a tragedy.

Let me add the  w ords 'cus tom e r serv ice ' in to  the m ix. I find  

tha t w hen  I in tro du ce  the to p ic  o f c o m m u n ity  engagement 

to  lib ra ry  serv ice  staff, they te ll m e they engage w ith  the 

p u b lic  on a d a ily  basis. L ibraries are ce lebra ted th roughou t 

com m u n itie s  fo r the service they p rov ide . However, is w ha t 

they do on a d a ily  basis c o m m u n ity  engagement? O r is it 

custom er service? This a rtic le  w i l l  g ive  d e fin itio n  to the w ords 

'engagem ent' and 'co n s u lta tio n ' and exp lo re  the d iffe rence 

be tw een c o m m u n ity  engagem ent and custom er service in a 

lib ra ry  setting.

Founded in 1990, The In te rna tiona l A ssocia tion for Pub lic  

P artic ipa tion  (IAP2) responds to  ris ing  g loba l interest in p u b lic  

p a rtic ip a tio n  and prom otes the values and best practices 

associated w ith  in v o lv in g  the p u b lic  in governm ent and 

industry  decis ions a ffec ting  th e ir lives. In A ustra lia  w e use the 

w ords 'p u b lic  p a rtic ip a tio n ' and 'c o m m u n ity  engagem ent'
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in te rchangeably. This w i l l  be necessary un til w e  fin d  an 

approach that satisfies both the dec is ion  makers and the 

com m u n ity . The IAP2 m odel o f c o m m u n ity  engagem ent is 

an approach designed to p ro v id e  tha t satisfaction.

The m ode l presents cho ices th rough the use o f a Spectrum 
of Public Participation (IAP2, 2 0 0 6 )1 w h ich  in troduces a 

varie ty  o f levels to  de fine  the ro le  o f com m u n itie s  in decis ion 

m aking . The levels in c lu d e  in fo rm ing , consu lting , in vo lv ing , 

co lla b o ra tin g  and em p ow erin g . The Spectrum and m ore 

in fo rm a tio n  on IAP2 can be fou nd  at h t tp / /w w w .ia p 2 .o rg

The term  'engagem ent' (pa rtic ipa tion ) is not an a ttem pt 

to  rep lace o r re-badge the term  'c o n s u lta tio n '. Instead it 

iden tifies  con su lta tio n  as one o f five  levels o f engagem ent 

ava ilab le  to  m eet the expecta tions the c o m m u n ity  has for 

its ro le  in dec is ion  m aking. C onsu lta tion  has been used as 

a general term  to  describe ho w  loca l co u n c ils  approach 

co m m u n itie s  abou t decis ions that affect them . This general 

use has the po ten tia l to  create un rea lis tic  expecta tions and 

con fus ion . M ost com m o n ly , com m u n itie s  becom e disengaged 

w hen they are asked to p ro v id e  in pu t on a dec is ion  that has 

a lready been de te rm ined . If a dec is ion  has been m ade, the 

c o m m u n ity  needs to  be informed abou t ho w  and w hy it was 

m ade and no t have raised expecta tions tha t they are be ing 

consu lted  fo r th e ir in pu t on a fina l dec is ion . There w i l l  always 

be tim es w hen co u n c ils  must m ake decis ions w ith o u t inpu t 

from  co m m u n itie s  as part o f the ir governance role. There w ill 

be o ther tim es w hen  it w il l be re levant to  increase the p u b lic  

im pact on a dec is ion  by w o rk in g  at the m ore p a rtic ip a to ry  

levels o f invo lve , co llab o ra te  o r em pow er.

As a rule, c o m m u n ity  engagem ent is o rgan isa tion  driven, 

w ith  the p u b lic  reacting  o r respond ing  depend ing  on w hethe r 

th e ir expecta tions are met. O n  the o ther hand, organ isations 

p ro v id e  services to the ir custom ers, w ith  custom er service 

levels d riven by p u b lic  reaction and dem ands. Custom er 

service is an o u tcom e  o f dec is ions that have a lready been 

m ade, whereas, c o m m u n ity  engagem ent is a resource that 

w i l l  support the p u b lic  and lib ra rians to de te rm ine  the shape 

o f custom er service.

It w o u ld  be a tragedy if w e  get caught up in the w ords and 

lose sight o f the  va lue  in a shared unders tand ing  tha t comes 

ou t o f peop le  co m in g  together in dec is ion  m aking.
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