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Case Studies Series 2021 
Core Values Awards 2021 Entry 
Water security: Embedding community values into planning  

 

Highlights at a glance   

• Embedding (not overlaying) community values in the assessment of new water supply options. 

• Asking the hard questions around toleration points for extreme water saving targets and willingness 

to pay for climate-resilient options. 

• Developing an engagement methodology that spans the Consult and Involve levels of the IAP2 

spectrum, delivering on the promise that the community’s views will shape future water investment 

decisions for the South East Queensland region. 

• Facilitating guided discussions to unravel diverse opinions and explore contentious topics and 

potential trade-offs. 

• Integrating market research with engagement methodology to deliver robust quantitative data 

from polling.  

• Recruiting paid participants to ensure participation is demographically representative of the 

community. 

• Adapting engagement methods for online delivery to respond to COVID-19 social distancing 

restrictions to deliver outcomes on time and in budget. 

• Delivering deliberative engagement workshops with a 96% satisfaction rating in the exit survey 

confirming participants felt heard and understood. 

• Achieving data integrity – even across mixed face-to-face and online delivery modes – with 

consideration of data platform selection, facilitation methods and technology implementation. 
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IAP2 Australasia Case Study Series aims to provide members with access to factual stories which demonstrate 
successes, challenges and insights from completed public participation projects. This free resource aims to 
increase practitioner knowledge, improve engagement practices and the experience of public participation.  

To access and search the Case Study Library/Database (IAP2A Members: head to the Member Resources Section)  

Want to know more about publishing a Case Study? Email info@iap2.org.au 
 

 

1.0 Introduction 

 

Water supply decisions, drought response measures and the cost 

of water are critical issues for South East Queensland. This case 

study presents an overview of engagement undertaken to inform 

the region’s Water Security Program, due for publication in 2022.  

 

Section 2.0 provides background to water security planning in 

South East Queensland and describes how the engagement 

project was designed and planned. Section 3.0 details the 

implementation of two phases of engagement  (one with 

quantitative outputs and the other with qualitative outputs) and outlines the data analysis and reporting 

undertaken. Section 4.0 provides evaluation outcomes and engagement insights as well as providing an 

outline of how the engagement aligned with the IAP2 Core Values for the practice of public participation.  

 

As part of this planning project engagement, Seqwater and The Comms Team integrated engagement and 

market research methodology to assign community value by way of a weighting, to complex technical 

criteria and sub-criteria used to assess options in the planning process. A series of deliberative engagement 

workshops were then used to explore complex and potentially contentious matters in an open and 

approachable manner. For the first time, Seqwater addressed some of the ‘wicked problems’ that underpin 

water planning in an open and honest ‘deep dive’ conversation with community members. Paid 

recruitment, to ensure participant groups were demographically representative of their communities, was 

integral to the methodology. 

1.0 Introduction

2.0 Background
3.0 

Implementation

4.0 Outcomes, 
impact and 

insights
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The engagement program was delivered at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic in Australia, just as video 

conferencing was being adopted across the community. The engagement program, which had been 

originally planned using in-person delivery methods, was already in market and partially complete when 

restrictions were imposed. Within two weeks the program was seamlessly transitioned to online delivery 

without losing data integrity and without extending timeframes or budgets. In addition, moving to an 

online delivery resulted in a more diverse mix of attendees, with more parents of small children and 

people with disabilities able to participate without the need to leave their homes.  

Hospitality and approachability underpin Seqwater’s brand values. The transition to online and virtual 

engagement delivery models for the Water Security Program engagement was characterised by a warm, 

relaxed and informal engagement style which was rewarded with a 96% satisfaction rating from 

participants. 

This project advances practitioner knowledge by demonstrating: 

1) how a demographically representative sample, of a geographically dispersed community, can be 

successfully engaged about complex and technical content, in an online setting 

2) how engagement and market research techniques can be successfully integrated to deliver robust 

quantitative data 

3) how difficult conversations and contentious issues can be successfully undertaken with skilled 

facilitation using video conferencing, online polling and breakout groups. 

 

 

2.0 Background  

 

Design engagement 

Under Queensland’s Water Act 2000, Seqwater is required 

to develop a Water Security Program to provide a long-term 

adaptive plan for the safe supply of water to a growing 

South East Queensland population.  The Program is 

iterative, and the next plan is due for publication in 2022.  

To support the development of this latest version of the region’s long-term water plan, Seqwater and The 

Comms Team embarked on an innovative engagement program during 2020. The purpose of the 

engagement was to understand community priorities and attitudes toward water planning and drought 

response and to structurally embed community values into the technical process of assessing options. 
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The engagement sought to deeply consider community values in the water planning process, not overlay 

community sentiment on pre-assessed options. Embedding public participation into an adaptive planning 

process was achieved in three ways: 

1) Explaining to the public the factors that are used to make planning decisions – social, 

environmental, economic and adaptability – then asking them to assign a score of relative 

importance using a simple pie chart. 

2) Asking the public to consider the ramifications of extreme water restrictions to understand 

toleration points to ensure the program considers tipping points for the community between 

acceptance of water use targets and other demand measures and desire for investment in supply 

options. 

3) Exploring trade-offs that the public may be willing to make to embed resilience into water supply 

system design, including willingness to pay for additional investment. 

 

The technical nature of the planning criteria for which Seqwater was asking the community to assign value, 

coupled with the complexity of the water planning problems being explored, was best suited to a two-

phased, mixed method approach. 

 

Phase 1: Live polling sessions to inform the 

weighted assessment criteria used by Seqwater 

to assess future water supply options. 

 

Phase 2: Deliberative workshops to gain a deeper, 

qualitative understanding of community attitudes 

and values in relation to drought response 

planning and future water supply options. 

 

Phasing allowed for the timely delivery of 

engagement outputs to suit Water Security 

Program planning milestones and the ability to 

satisfy the separate qualitative and quantitative 

requirements. 

 

  

Figure 1: Overview of Water Security Program 
engagement methodology 
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When COVID restrictions disrupted the face-to-face delivery of the program, the methodology was 

adapted for online delivery. 

 

Figure 2:Response to challenge of COVID social distancing requirements 

 

Geographically dispersed opinion 

Seqwater is responsible for providing a safe, reliable and affordable bulk drinking water supply for 3.2 

million people across South East Queensland. Their operational area includes 11 local government areas. 

Participants were recruited from across Sunshine Coast, Gold Coast, Moreton Bay, Brisbane and Logan, to 

represent a spread of lifestyles from dense urban environments to semi-rural and acreage but excluded 

areas with high numbers of numbers of people not connected to town water supply which were out of 

scope for this engagement.  

Other factors contributing to the selection of target areas included high levels of anticipated population 

growth and “pockets of strong opinion” relating to water planning matters, which were identified by 

analysing previous market research analysis. Targeting areas where sentiment regarding water planning 

issues deviated most from neutral, ensured the engagement delivered the depth and quality of 

information Seqwater required and contributed to high levels of engagement.  

 

Broader context 

Engagement for the Water Security Program was undertaken within the broader context of Seqwater’s 

engagement framework. This engagement explored specific elements of options assessment and drought 

response and excluded self-selected participation options via Seqwater’s EngagementHQ platform, to 

maintain a representative sample. However other views and values on a range of other topics will be 

considered as part of Seqwater’s wider engagement program and inform planning as appropriate. 

 

 

 

 

Face-to-face 
polls

Online polls 
using videos

Face-to-face 
workshops

Virtual 
workshops

Phase 1: Water considerations

Phase 2: Drought response



 

6 | P a g e  
 

Plan engagement 

Enabling participants to contribute in a meaningful way was at the heart of the engagement planning for 

the Water Security Program, which addressed two key project challenges: 

1. distilling highly complex technical information to enable participants to provide useful and 

informed feedback 

2. designing a process that directly informed the project team’s work. 

 
These challenges were addressed differently in each phase of the engagement. Initially all sessions were 

planned as face-to-face events. The engagement methodology was redesigned for online delivery after 

COVID restrictions were introduced in March 2020. Importantly most of the planned elements were 

maintained through the transition. For Phase 2, the reduction of venue costs actually enabled the delivery 

of a greater number of smaller, more personable deliberative workshops for phase 2 within the same 

budget, achieving in a deep level of discussion and deliberation. Five session of in-person events with 24 

participants was transitioned to ten sessions of up 12 participants. 

 

Figure 3: Format of Phase 1 and Phase 2 engagement sessions 

To ensure a wide variety of views across the community were considered, participants were recruited by a 

research agency to achieve, as far as possible, a demographically representative group from within each of 

the five local government areas. Each group included a variety of ages, gender, household income brackets 

and, where possible, ethnicity. Participants were paid $80 for their participation, in the form of a voucher 

emailed to them by the recruitment agency after their participation had been confirmed. 
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Phase 1: Live polling – weightings for options assessment  

Integrated market research and engagement techniques were used to gather the quantitative data 

required for input into the options assessment framework. Image-rich presentations using plain language 

to distil complex planning concepts helped participants translate their personal values to the context of 

water planning.  

Participants received a face-to-face briefing about planning and options assessment processes, then 

received information about each criteria and sub-criteria and were then asked to assign a relative score of 

importance.  

 

Figure 4: Format Live Polling events prior to transition to online delivery 

It was important for participants to deliberate over which assessment factor was more or less important to 

them. To achieve a weighting, it was necessary to design the survey using constant sum questions as 

opposed to more common Likert scale or ranking questions. For every poll question, each factor needed to 

be assigned a score that added up to 100. 

To help participants visualise their relative score, participants were provided with pie chart handouts. They 

were asked to deliberate on their response prior to entering their scores into the online poll using their 

smart phone. 
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Figure 5: Scoring sheet for deliberation about criteria poll 

  

Figure 6: Scoring sheet for deliberation about sub-criteria poll 

 

After the online polls were completed, participants were provided with the results from their session. This 

was done to foster a sense of ownership of how they contributed to planning for the region’s water future. 

Immediate feedback of results also allowed participants to understand where their views may deviate from 

others in the room and to gain an insight into broader public opinion on important water planning matters. 

Post polling engagement then provided opportunities for participants to learn more about water planning 

and Seqwater and opportunities to join the broader water future conversation. 

Phase 2: Deliberative workshops – deep dive on drought response  

During 2-hour deliberative workshops, participants viewed presentations on four key topics, shared their 

preferences using the live polling platform Mentimeter then participated in a frank and robust debate led 

by two experienced facilitators. Quick live polls using Mentimeter were used to allow the facilitators to 

quickly gauge attitudes and stimulate discussion. The results of the anonymous polls were shown to the 

whole group which often prompted discussion among participants. 

For discussions, the group was divided into two smaller groups using a virtual breakout room, each with 

their own facilitator and subject matter expert making it possible to provide answers to technical planning 

and water supply questions so that participants were able to provide informed opinion. 
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At the end of each workshop, participants were advised how their feedback would be used and offered 

opportunities to further engage in the region’s water future conversation. 

Critical to the successful delivery of the deliberative workshops was the selection of user-friendly 

technology to provide a comfortable and friendly opportunity for participants to share their views on a 

range of complex and contentious topics.  

 

The following technology were combined for a seamless experience for participants.   

1. Zoom video conferencing for its multiple access options, ease of use across both PCs and Macs, 

gallery view options, waiting room functions and lack of sign-in barriers. 

2. Mentimeter for its user-friendly interface, extensive choice of question types (Zoom Polls only offer 

single choice or multi choice questions), ability to control poll result display formats, result data 

storage and anonymity for participants. 

3. Survey Monkey for its user-friendly and familiar interface, data storage and reporting outputs. 

 

Participants were asked to attend the workshops using their own desktop or laptop computer and have 

their smart phone or iPad available. The workshop was delivered using Zoom on their computer and 

participants used their smart phone to respond to the Mentimeter polls. If they experienced problems 

accessing a poll, they simply had to turn their phone to their computer camera to receive technical advice. 

A member of the engagement team was available to help participants log on to Zoom offering assistance 

via the chat function as well as over the phone. 

 

  

Figure 7: Example Mentimeter poll result display 
 – sliding scale question 

 

 

Figure 8: Example Mentimeter poll result display  
– multiple choice question 

 

At the end of the workshop participants were requested to complete an exit survey before leaving the Zoom 

meeting. The link to the survey which was hosted on Survey Monkey was shared with participants via the Chat 
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function of Zoom.  The survey was designed to provide feedback about the engagement experience and to provide 

insights of preferences and attitudes relative to demographics collected. The data gathered from the survey served 

to verify the qualitative themes that emerged during the sessions. 

3.0 Implementation 

 

Manage engagement 

During the engagement, 400 people across five local government areas were consulted, using both face-to-

face and online engagement methods. 

• A total of 251 people participated in phase 1 of the engagement. Two sessions were delivered face-

to-face, before COVID-19 restrictions dictated that remaining events had to be cancelled and the 

engagement was transitioned to an online delivery. 

• A total of 111 people participated in phase 2 of the engagement. Ten deliberative workshops were 

held across five LGAs to explore diverse opinions about water planning and drought preparedness 

within the community. 

The sessions were friendly and inclusive in tone, technical support was available for participants and 

information was distilled to easily understood formats. The first phase provided weightings for four criteria 

and eight sub-criteria to inform the assessment of options. The second phase yielded detailed, insightful 

and nuanced qualitative data to support long term future drought planning. 

 

 

Figure 9: Photo from Live Polling sessions 
 – prior to transition to online delivery 

 

 

Key planners and project decision makers attended all face-to-face and virtual events, enabling the public 

to seek clarification from them as subject matter experts and for the planning team to better understand 

community views and values. The openness and honesty of the technical experts in their interactions with 

Figure 10: Photo from Deliberative Workshop 
– delivered using Zoom 
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the community allowed Seqwater to discuss complex and contentious topics, and served to build trust with 

participants. 

The workshops used deliberative techniques to explore priority considerations for water planning and 

drought tolerance measures. Expert facilitation of both the face-to-face and online workshops, guided 

discussions through controversial topics and mediated diverse opinion, while providing a positive 

engagement experience for all participants. As measured by an exit survey, more than 96% of participants 

agreed that their views had been heard and understood in the deliberative workshops. 

Being nimble and embracing change 

Delivering meaningful engagement was not without challenge. The first two live polling sessions were 

successfully conducted in-person, before the engagement program was disrupted by restrictions on public 

events as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The engagement team recognised an opportunity to 

capitalise on the community’s rapid take-up of remote conferencing platforms, and the engagement 

program was quickly redesigned for online delivery.  

An adaptable methodology and quick problem-solving ensured the engagement program could still be 

delivered to meet project milestones, providing highly effective solutions on time and within budget. 

The updated methodology included: 

• Remaining three of five live polling sessions moved completely online using a hybrid market 

research platform to embed multimedia files. 

• All ten deliberative workshops delivered completely online using Zoom, Mentimeter and Survey 

Monkey, (transitioning from the original plan to undertake five in-person sessions 24 people, to ten 

online sessions for 12 people so that a personalised approach could be better managed). 

 

The sessions achieved a depth of community input comparable to a face-to-face environment, with 

participants enthusiastically contributing to debates and voicing their concerns and opinions freely. 

Undertaking the engagement at the height of the pandemic fostered a sense of camaraderie and 

community among participants. As everyday life ground to a halt, participants had the time and inclination 

to contribute thoughtfully.  

The online delivery model made participation easier for some people, particularly parents of young 

children, and the elderly, to participate because they were not required to travel, find parking or arrange 
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childcare. It also improved safety by reducing the need for regional and rural participants to drive long 

distances at night and it eliminated venue costs. 

 

Data captured 

Quantitative data – for both the face-to-face group polls and the polls delivered online was collected using 

the Voxco platform via a contracted market research agency. A representative from that agency attended 

the in-person events and hosted the online poll to manage data integrity.  

To ensure the outputs from the engagement were robust, the contracted market research agency co-

designed the survey instrument and provided feedback on communication materials and delivery 

methodology in order to minimise skew and bias. 

Qualitative feedback – Comprehensive data theming tables for each of the four guided discussion topics 

mapped attitudes and concerns.  

Quick live polls using Mentimeter were used to allow the facilitators to quickly gauge attitudes and 

stimulate discussion and also formed part of the qualitative reporting. 

 

Closing the loop 

Results from the engagement will be detailed in the next version of the Water Security Program document 

and feedback will be incorporated in several critical elements of water planning for the region including 

assessment of demand, supply and system operation options as well as approach to drought response. 

Participants from both phases of engagement were invited to register to receive more information about 

the program and will be emailed once the document is published. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Data collected: 

• Voxco poll results 

• Facilitator notes 

• Voice and video recordings 

• Chat history 

• Mentimeter poll results 

• Survey monkey exit survey results 
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4.0 Outcomes, impact and insights 

 

Reflection and evaluation of engagement 

Participants’ response to the online delivery model was overwhelmingly positive. In the exit survey, over 

96% of participants agreed that their views had been heard and understood in the deliberative workshops. 

This very high level of satisfaction was supported by enthusiastic comments about how much they enjoyed 

the conversation about the region’s water future.  

Notably this project demonstrated how paid participation can achieve similar outputs to more traditional 

self-selection engagement, with more certainty about the representation of views across community 

demographic and sociographic sectors. While the methodology used is not suitable for all projects, it 

certainly delivered robust outcomes for long term planning in this case. For governance purposes, the 

methodology provided confidence that the results represented a broad range of community views from 

across the region.  

Water is a universal requirement for life and planning to have enough water is critical. Paying participants 

gave them the dedicated time to consider the critical need to plan for our water future. Recruiting 

participants also ensured the data collected was robust and reflective of the communities Seqwater serves 

throughout South East Queensland. Coupled with interesting content delivery and a relaxed atmosphere, 

very high levels of interest and engagement were able to be achieved. Participants almost universally 

found the content interesting and important, and they appreciated the honest conversations.   

 

As the communities engaged spanned a large geographic area, the budget required to recruit and pay 

participants was on par with the resources generally expended on promoting opportunities for people to 

have their say by means of self-selection. 

The engagement methodology was able to identify themes across the two phases of delivery offering both 

qualitative and quantitative insights into matters of equity, trust, altruism, liveability and sustainability as 

they relate to water planning in South East Queensland. Importantly for the program, the engagement 
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confirmed previous findings that the community places slightly more value on environmental factors above 

some other planning factors. 

The quantitative data on community insights collected in phase 1 of the engagement have been embedded 

into Seqwater’s options assessment framework. This framework provides an opportunity for Seqwater to 

judge potential water source options (i.e., new dam, desalination plant, purified recycled water) on a range 

of values. Through this engagement, community values are now embedded in that assessment framework, 

which is foundational to the decision-making process for new water supply options for the region.     

Findings from the drought response engagement found that participants were not willing to live with 

extreme water use targets of 100 litres per person per day as mandated by Queensland Government. 

Seqwater is now planning a drought response approach which will significantly reduce the risk of reaching 

this minimum drought water use target.  

These and other findings from the engagement will inform future planning. The adaptability of the 

planning process for South East Queensland’s Water Security Program will enable these outcomes to be 

further tested as specific options are identified in the future.  

Engagement for the Water Security Program demonstrated that a methodology that is targeted and 

demographically representative can be delivered in multiple formats and achieve similar and comparable 

results providing the facilitation techniques align with brand values, underlying data capture platforms are 

compatible, technology is selected carefully and additional online support is available to avoid distractions.  

Alignment with IAP2 Core Values for the practice of public participation 

 

IAP2 Core Values  Example or evidence from this project 

1. Public participation is 
based on the belief that 
those who are affected by 
a decision have a right to 
be involved in the decision-
making process  

A demographically representative and statistically valid sample of the 
South East Queensland community were recruited to have their say 
about long-term water planning for the region. While many other 
Seqwater engagement projects rely on participants to self-select, it was 
considered critical to this engagement to ensure the views of all sectors 
of the community were considered. As such participants were paid for 
their contribution of time. This method prevented skew from over-
representation of special interest or local matter groups.  

2. Public participation 
includes the promise that 
the public’s contribution 
will influence the decision  

Outcomes from Phase 1 polling were embedded in the options 
assessment framework for the Water Security Program. Each technical 
criteria was comprehensively explained to the community and then 
assigned a value, relative to all criteria being used. 

3. Public participation 
promotes sustainable 
decisions by recognising 

Immediate feedback was provided in both Phase 1 polling and Phase 2 
deliberative workshops to share the results of survey questions asked. 
This allowed participants to understand where their views may deviate 
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and communicating the 
needs and interests of all 
participants, including 
decision makers  

from the norm and to gain an insight into broader public opinion on 
important water planning matters and how these views would shape 
future decisions.  

4. Public participation seeks 
out and facilitates the 
involvement of those 
potentially affected by or 
interested in a decision  

Recognising that water security is critical to all sectors of the 
community, Phase 2 deliberative workshops, a broad cross-section of 
the community was purposefully recruited from across five Local 
Government Areas. These areas were selected by analysing data 
gathered during previous engagement and market research to identify 
places where sentiment about possible water futures deviated from 
neutral. 

 

Focusing resources on “pockets of strong opinion” ensured the 
engagement delivered the depth and quality of information Seqwater 
requires. 

 

Each poll and deliberative workshop included methods to draw out 
‘small voices’. This included the use of technology to check who had 
submitted a survey response and Zoom break out groups to have small 
group discussions. Workshop design and facilitator methods also 
allowed participants to self-realise if, when or how they may be 
personally affected by water planning decisions, with many impacts 
(such as the effect of water restrictions on employment) not 
immediately recognisable to participants. 

5. Public participation seeks 
input from participants in 
designing how they 
participate  

The iterative nature of planning for the Water Security Program means 
that engagement for this project was designed to extend upon 
engagement undertaken for previous versions. Previous Seqwater 
engagement revealed high satisfaction rates with face-to-face delivery 
methods. 

 

A detailed review of exit surveys and feedback provided at previous 
workshops as well as market research data was undertaken to inform 
the content for discussion at the engagement sessions. 

6. Public participation 
provides participants with 
the information they need 
to participate in a 
meaningful way  

During both phase 1 and phase 2 engagement, participants were 
provided with extensive context and plain language information before 
providing their informed opinion.  

 

The polling sessions provided participants with comprehensive 
information about the criteria and sub-criteria being scored. But more 
importantly provided the context as to why Seqwater wanted them to 
provide a score and detailed how that score input would be used. 
Participant were specifically  
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7. Public participation 
communicates to 
participants how their 
input affected the decision  

The final remarks of every session, and each piece of communication, 
reiterated the message that results from the engagement would inform 
planning for the Water Security Program. 
 
The final published document will contain a section detailing the 
engagement findings and how it influenced planning decisions.  
 
Participants were offered an opportunity to stay up to date with the 
project by signing up to receive updates. 
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