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The Listening GameContext



It’s Been 50 Years…

1974. That was the last time our City created a framework for 
civic engagement.

In 2023, we are still using that framework. Our city - and our 
world - are different now, and will keep evolving. 

In line with the City’s 2035 Comprehensive Plan, the Portland 
Engagement Plan is intended to help the City prepare for 
expected population growth, as well as plan for and inform 
major public investments between now and 2035.

Let’s be ready for the future with an evolved framework that 
works for all Portlanders, today and tomorrow.
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https://www.portland.gov/bps/planning/comp-plan-2035


City Transition
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A new election system and form of government is taking shape 
in Portland. Voters approved changes to the city's charter that 
will be implemented as of January 2025.

An evolving city requires an evolving community engagement 
framework. The Portland Engagement Plan will be designed 
alongside these changes, empowering Portlanders to have 
more and higher-quality interaction with the City. 

Prioritizing this work is critical to the success of Portland as a 
city, and as a home. By combining works of the past with 
iterative input from community members, subject matter 
experts, and community engagement professionals, we can 
design the future together. 



1974
Population: 382,000 

2010
Population: 566,686
● Non-White: 22.5%
● Over 65: 10.5%
● Non-English Speaking: 18.6%

Designing for Portland 2035

2022

Population: 641,000
● Non-White: 30.5%
● Over 65: 13.2%
● Non-English Speaking: 18.9%

2025
Launch: Portland Engagement Plan
An updated, sustainable framework for civic 
engagement based on feedback, data, and world-class 
practices, alongside the City’s charter transition.

2035
Population: 842,000 projected

Stats Source: census.gov
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https://www.census.gov
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From Project to Plan
Civic Life initiated the Portland 
Engagement Project in order to create 
an updated and equitable engagement 
framework for the City of Portland: the 
Portland Engagement Plan. 

Our report recommends a Design 
process based on the first project 
phase: Listen. 

The updated engagement framework, 
or Portland Engagement Plan, would be 
complete in 2024 and implemented 
over the following year.



The Listening GameWhat We Learned By Listening



We Heard You, Portland.
The Portland Engagement Project spent a year listening to Portlanders, data, feedback, and 
experts. The unified themes from seven Listening Projects tell a consistent story about what 
Portlanders want and need. Takeaways include: 

Portlanders were consistent in their feedback. The updated engagement framework must be 
based on these themes in order to truly be reflective of Portlanders’ wants and needs.

Meaningful updates don’t have to wait. Any bureau can take advantage of these ideas to 
immediately improve its relationship with Portlanders. Our recommended Design process 
identifies what can be implemented or started right away, without needless deliberation.

The time is now. The City’s transition is a rare opportunity to genuinely update Portland’s 
community engagement framework and effectively implement throughout the organization.

Community engagement is everyone’s work. Think of community engagement as customer 
ervice: it is every interaction Portlanders experience with the City. Every bureau and office should 
actor these themes and examples into their communications and strategic plans.

*Click here to access the 
PEP Listening Projects 

Synthesis report

s
f
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https://www.portland.gov/civic/documents/pregame-listening-project-synthesis/download


Aha!

Portlanders are consistent and clear 
about what they want.
Across seven unique engagement listening projects, seven primary 
themes emerged from the consistency of issues and ideas to reveal 
what is most important to Portlanders in civic engagement.
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Good to Know

All of the themes are equally important.
These themes were not predetermined and then voted on. They are not 
weighted or ranked. They were revealed through identifying what was 
similar across all PEP engagement, and should be equally considered in the 
design of the City’s future engagement framework.
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Collective Themes

PEP gathered qualitative and 
quantitative data by listening to 
Portlanders, feedback, data, and 
experts through seven Listening 
Projects.

The themes of each project’s 
report were synthesized and 
summarized into results that 
should be the foundation of the 
Design phase.

Outreach Accessibility / 
Translation

Information / 
Knowledge

Follow Through

Constituent 
Services

Relationship / 
Trust

Decision Making



Listening Projects Recap

Listen to 
Portlanders

How Can We Improve 
Civic Engagement?
Independent consultants 
listened objectively to gather 
the best ideas from diverse 
groups and individuals 
throughout Portland, including 
City Employees who work 
within the current engagement 
framework daily.

Listen to 
Feedback

How Can The City Work For Portlanders?
Important research, surveys, and focus groups have 
already happened. Rather than duplicate efforts, we 
incorporated their findings into our design.

Listen to 
Data

Who Lives In Portland And What 
Do They Need? 

Data-rich Neighborhood Profiles were 
created to help the City and 
community partners improve outreach.

Listen to 
Experts

How Are Others Approaching 
Civic Engagement?
An engagement summit brought 
together thought leaders already 
innovating in cities like ours. Meanwhile, 
Portland community engagement 
practitioners came together to partner 
with community leaders and explore 
how to improve relationships and 
impact. 
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The Listening GameDesign Approach



Design Mindset

15

Listening is the foundation. Now that the Listening phase is 
complete, the ideas and comments generated will be the 
starting point of developing the Portland Engagement Plan. 

Ideas will need to be prioritized, filtered, and piloted for 
real-world feasibility before they are realized in an actionable 
framework. Tracking and accountability are vital to ensure that 
outreach efforts are not being duplicated and that collected 
data are accessible across bureaus. 

The process should be designed to be fun, inclusive, and 
solution-oriented, from start to finish. The resulting Portland 
Engagement Plan will be implemented in 2024 and beyond.

01

05

04 03

02
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Defining “Engagement”
In our work with the City of Portland and similar entities, the definition of 
“engagement” is not consistent, nor is its real-world practice… but for a good 
reason. A renewed commitment to equity, along with the changing 
demographics of Portland, require an updated, unified approach that can 
establish best practices and support across bureaus and practitioners. 

As a starting line, Pregame recommends the definition to the right as well as 
the following standards:

Engagement must be equitable. All communities must have equal 
opportunity and ease of engagement with their City, building upon the 
Citywide Racial Equity Goals and Strategies adopted by City Council in 2015.

Engagement is a vital part of democracy. Community input must be a 
significant factor in decisions made for the City.

Engagement is part of every interaction with the City. Best practices must be 
reflected across communications and every touchpoint Portlanders have with 
their City, and must not be siloed by workgroup.

Community engagement means 
meaningfully involving impacted 
people in the decision-making 
process and being transparent 
about the process and results of 
government initiatives.

Community input must be a 
significant factor in decisions 
made by the City.



Guiding 
Principles

Unifying
Our process conveys a spirit of “we’re all in this together” and reflects both City of 
Portland values and Civic Life’s promise to Promote the Common Good.

Future-Ready
Our work is oriented toward the Portland of 2035 and beyond. Our output 
consistently reflects community needs and feedback.

Inclusive
With cultural humility, we invite diverse voices and we rely on trusted methods 
that respect and reflect the substantive change and progress we are co-creating 
with our community.

Iterative
We are not starting from scratch; we are evolving to meet the needs of a changing 
City. We value work, discoveries, and relationships already established at the City 
and bureau levels.

Transparent
We communicate our process and how to get involved. We proactively inform 
Portlanders in ways that are accessible by all.

17Portland Engagement Project Design Process |



PEP Squad

18Portland Engagement Project Design Process |

The Design phase starts with a project and advisory team, the “PEP Squad,” tasked 
with driving the Design process and adoption of the Portland Engagement Plan.

Project Team
The project team will guide the process, meeting regularly to keep everything on track 
and execute each phase. 

They will drive involvement of stakeholders, proactively report progress and project 
status, and be responsible for deliverables.

Advisory Group
An advisory group will assist with guiding the project, including recommendations for 
process improvement, stakeholder engagement, and subject matter expertise.

The primary role of the advisory team will be to filter the emerging framework for 
real-world viability and likelihood of adoption. 
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PEP Squad: 
Project Team

Project Team

Project Lead City Staff

Community Engagement Professionals (2) City Staff

Communications Professional City Staff

Equity Practitioner City Staff

External Consultants / Facilitators External

Advisory Team

Transition Team Member City Staff

Legal / Administrative Professional City Staff

Data / Metrics Professional City Staff

Community Engagement Expert External

Communications Expert External

Community Representatives (4) External



Design 
Principles

MVP
Start by launching or testing the “minimum viable product,” the core element of the 
framework, rather than building everything before you know it’s the right thing to build.

Testing and Iteration 
The process should allow for testing, feedback, and interaction with room for failure 
and learning. Aim for meaningful progress over perfection.

Feedback Loops
Testing requires feedback from the target audience. This feedback should be 
integrated in the next iteration of the framework.

Don’t Go Chasing Waterfalls
Waterfalls are like vertical silos: each group passing off requirements in a top-down 
style rather than maintaining conversation. Groups should work together through each 
phase and check in with each other regularly.

Keep What Works
We are not starting from scratch. We should keep what is working and improve what 
could be stronger. 
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Do

Get Outside Perspective
The team designing the updated engagement framework 
must include experts outside of City government.

Bring the Community Along
Proactively tell the public what’s happening before, 
during, and after each phase of the process.

Make it a Win-Win
Make it easy for elected officials to understand the 
importance of this initiative and why this is the right 
process for the best results. 

Don’t

Don’t Wait
Portlanders care about what they’re experiencing now 
and what’s being done now to fix it. They deserve action. 

Don’t Jump Straight to Hiring
New projects often spark a knee-jerk reaction to hire. This 
is not necessary for PEP. Leverage the people you already 
have and balance with strategic external input.

Don’t Assume that We Have to Do It a Certain Way Just 
Because That’s How It’s Always Been Done
Charter change is a rare opportunity to implement new 
systems that truly work for all Portlanders.
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The Listening GameDesign Process
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1: Vision + Process Unite team and stakeholders with a shared vision 
for project success and style of co-creation.

When
October - November 2023
Phase Duration: 6-8 Weeks

Who
Project Team
Advisory Group

Outcomes
● Detailed Timeline
● Communications Strategy
● Communication Platform
● Internal City Brief
● Stakeholder List

● Define project scope, objectives, and desired outcomes

● Assemble a cross-functional project team with practitioners and stakeholders (see page 19)

● Enlist an Advisory Team made up of internal and external experts as well as community members

● Enroll current community engagement practitioners in project success

● Identify key stakeholders and establish initial communication channels

● Determine how to make process transparent and public with regular updates

● Review the findings from the listening phase report and extract actionable insights

● Incorporate City plans and needs for Charter transition 

● Define “engagement” and begin to educate City staff on how it applies to them
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2: Discovery/Inventory
Aggregate, assess, simplify, and streamline what 

has already been created in order to optimize 
project efficiency and results.

When
December 2023 - January 2024
Phase Duration: 8-10 Weeks

Who 
Project Team
Advisory Group
City Engagement Practitioners
City Equity Professionals

Outcomes
● Past and Current Framework 

Assessment
● Survey of Best Practices 

Beyond the City of Portland

● Inventory different City bureau/practitioner approaches and tools to integrate effective 
approaches that may be underutilized or not widely known

● Identify community groups that may be under- or over-utilized for engagement

● Work with City equity professionals to clarify, operationalize, and adopt best practices for 
alignment with City values

● Engage with Citywide Equitable Engagement Cohort members to learn more about job structure, 
what’s working, and ongoing challenges

● Understand new City organizational chart and Council responsibilities 

● Review other plans and models that were not implemented and clarify why

● Gather additional best practices and frameworks successfully implemented by other cities, 
municipalities, and community-based organizations

● Set clear goals and objectives for the new community engagement framework 
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3: Communications Consistency
Portlanders perceive all City communications as 

representative of the City, so it’s vital to unite on 
approach, standards, and outreach.

When
January - February 2024
Phase Duration: 8-10 Weeks

Who 
Project Team
Advisory Group
City Communications Pros
311 Team

Outcomes
● City Communications Inventory
● Draft Model Incorporating 

Communications
● High-Level Vision Outline 

Uniting Communications and 
Community Engagement Staff

● Understand current City communications, external relations, and constituent services framework 

● Compile all City points of incoming and outgoing communication and related staff

● Identify areas for improvement for an equitable, inclusive, citywide approach

● Align community engagement messaging with overall communication strategies for consistency

● Identify points of collaboration on campaigns to promote engagement opportunities and make 
participation easier

● Determine mechanism for centralizing and documenting clear best practices and continual 
education and training for practitioners

● Identify areas for greater efficiency and communications clarity

● Collaborate on design of transparent reporting of progress and outcomes
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4: Collaborative Design Community engagement isn’t about deciding on ideas; 
It’s about how we listen and maintain dialogue.

When
March - July 2024
Phase Duration: 12-16 Weeks

Who 
Project Team
Advisory Group
City Employees
Neighborhood Associations
Community Based Orgs
Portlanders

Outcomes
● Engagement Framework MVP
● MVP Pilot
● Community Feedback
● Framework Iteration

*MVP = Minimum Viable Product

● Develop an initial design of the community engagement framework, including key elements 
such as communication channels, feedback mechanisms, and participation formats

● Create a decision tree for determining whether a project needs community engagement, and at 
what level/scope

● Incorporate ideas and solutions generated during the PEP Listening to Portlanders projects

● Implement pilot programs for selected engagement strategies to test their effectiveness and 
gather feedback

● Test public engagement based on Listening Project data on engagement method preferences

● Collaborate with Neighborhood Associations and Community-Based Organizations for testing 
and feedback

● Assess pilot programs to identify strengths, weaknesses, and areas for improvement.

● Refine the framework based on lessons learned/feedback gathered during the testing phase 

● Identify how to partner and coordinate with other government entities, i.e. Metro, counties, state

● Estimate resources (budget, staff, tools) required for framework elements
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5: Accountability Determine accountability metrics in order to build trust 
with Portlanders when sharing progress.

When
August - September 2024
Phase Duration: 6-8 Weeks

Who 
ProjectTeam
Advisory Group
City Employees
Neighborhood Associations
Community-Based Orgs
Portlanders

Outcomes
● Initial Centralized, Publicly 

Accessible Dashboard
● Accountability standards 

guide

● Design a basic engagement process dashboard for tracking and transparency

● Clarify roles and responsibilities for implementation and management teams

● Establish initial feedback mechanisms for community and partners

● Identify and define key performance indicators (KPIs) for measuring goals, i.e. increased 
participation, satisfaction, inclusivity

● Determine data collection methods for tracking KPIs and metrics

● Set up ongoing mechanisms for data collection, analysis, and reporting

● Conduct regular reviews against KPIs for continuous performance assessment

● Use community feedback and data-driven insights to identify areas of improvement and make 
necessary adjustments to strategies and processes

● Document lessons learned, best practices, and challenges encountered to share with other 
bureaus or entities that may work on similar projects in the future
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6: Implementation Implement the new framework as a pilot and then 
reflect back lessons learned.

When
October 2024 - March 2025
Phase Duration: 6 Months

Who 
Project Team
Advisory Group
City Employees
Neighborhood Associations
Community Based Orgs
Portlanders

Outcomes
● Engagement Budget
● Engagement Framework
● Change Management Plan
● Training Materials
● Feedback Mechanisms

● Estimate resources (budget, personnel, tools) required for each strategy and develop a high-level 
implementation plan

● Analyze data from pilot programs to identify areas for improvement

● Refine the framework based on lessons learned during the testing phase and incorporate 
feedback from pilot participants

● Establish regular review periods to assess the performance of the community engagement 
framework against established KPIs

● Use data-driven insights to identify areas of improvement and make necessary adjustments to 
strategies and processes

● Document lessons learned, best practices, and challenges encountered during implementation 
and share this knowledge with City leadership and staff

● Support generative implementation of the framework

● Establish ongoing support and collaboration structure for engagement practitioners, including 
internal citywide sharing of tools, results, and best practices

Portland Engagement Project Design Process |
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Deliverables Summary
Portland Engagement Plan

● A comprehensive community engagement 
framework document outlining strategies, 
processes, and guidelines.

● Detailed implementation plans for each 
engagement strategy, including timelines, 
responsibilities, and resource allocation.

● Evaluation criteria and mechanisms for 
monitoring the success of the framework and 
making necessary adjustments.

Ongoing Considerations

● Continuous communication and collaboration with 
stakeholders throughout the design process.

● Regular updates to the City leadership and the broader 
community regarding progress and upcoming changes.

● Flexibility to adapt the framework based on changing 
community needs and external factors.

● Remember that community engagement is an ongoing 
process, and the framework should be designed to evolve 
and adapt over time based on feedback and changing 
circumstances.



The Listening GameEarly Wins
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Score Early: A Better Approach

The issues Portlanders identified during the Listening 
phase are happening to them now, so let’s meet their 
needs now.

To their detriment, government solutions can stall or fail 
because of the desire to launch a perfect solution, or 
due to moving forward in siloed groups without the 
option to question or iterate elements with a focus on 
the best result that solves the original problem. 

Pregame’s recommended process is an invitation to 
design in a way that works: iteration based on 
conversation with the audience it’s intended to serve.

The following are clear desires that can be met early 
while on the road to the ideal framework.

Official Launch

Expanding the solution 
based on testing saves 

time and money.

Conversation
Feedback, iteration, long 

term feasibility, and 
audience expansion.

Launch the simplest 
possible version of a 

clearly desired solution.

Lean Solution
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Start Now: Make Engagement Easier
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Issue Implementable in First 3-6 Months Ideal End State

Difficult to find where to engage and 
bureaus are siloed 

Central webpage on City site with links to all 
engagement projects + Directory of City 
engagement professionals

Digital dashboard with searchable ways to 
get involved, who to contact, what resulted

Meet people where they are Leverage Neighborhood Associations to 
distribute information

Improve system for using City-owned 
facilities across bureaus

Representative City government with 
councilors in each quadrant

Accessibility Improve external communications about 311 
as a central resource

Implementation and communications of 
preferred accessibility options by audience

Internal consistency Convene periodic meetings of City 
practitioners to define timelines and 
coordinate efforts

Back end dashboard for planning and 
tracking of City engagement efforts
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Start Now: Empower Neighborhood Associations
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Issue Implementable in First 3-6 Months Ideal End State

Meet people where they are Leverage Neighborhood Associations to 
distribute information and engage locally

Improve ease of access to use City-owned 
facilities across bureaus

Representative City government with 
councilors in each quadrant

Updated City structure with better guidance, 
dialogue, and support for Neighborhood 
Associations

Neighborhood Associations want 
more support to be effective

Meeting Toolkit

Event/Association Promotion Tools

Facilitation Training

Increase collaboration opportunities across 
neighborhoods

To be determined by Neighborhood 
Associations and updated engagement 
framework
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Start Now: Close the Loop “What Happens to My Feedback?”
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Issues Implementable in First 3-6 Months Ideal End State

Once engaged, people don’t know 
what happens to their feedback

Perception that engagement is 
extractive or doesn’t matter

Perception that feedback will not 
affect results

Email survey results to all participants of a 
survey when contact information is collected

Identify and commit to date and webpage 
where results and actions will be published; 
share with participants during engagement

Send follow up message within a few days to 
thank people for their participation and share 
the above info 

Create one-sheet of best practices for closing 
the loop; share across bureaus and to offices 
of elected officials

Collaborate with 311 on information and best 
practices

City Dashboard tracks initiatives through to 
the end; potential for login area to track 
one’s participation in specific initiatives 
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Let’s Go! The First Month



Hit the Ground Running
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When What Outcomes

Prep ● Schedule weekly meetings
● Confirm Project Lead and Consultant

Project Contracts
Project Team

Week 1 ● Project Kickoff
● Scheduling

Project Timeline - Internal
Project Comms Standards

Week 2 ● Shortlist PEP Squad Advisory Group and begin invitations
● Identify specific ecosystem of stakeholders for the full project

Project Team Meeting
PEP Squad

Week 3 ● Review and understand charter transition timeline
● Perform a SWOT analysis for the project

Project Team Meeting
SWOT

Week 4 ● Finalize timeline & Advisory Group
● Determine how to facilitate updates & transparency

Project Team Meeting
Project Timeline - External
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Ready. Set. Go.
Ciara Pressler ♦ Lisa Niedermeyer ♦ Rahsaan Cruz

pdx@pregamehq.com

mailto:pdx@pregamehq.com
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