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7 Steps to Culturally Inclusive Community Engagement

Introduction

Too many community engagement efforts fall flat because they’re extractive,
tokenistic or institutionally focused. This guide is for those in arts, culture, heritage,
education and research professionals, who want to create more equitable, sustainable

and meaningful engagement with underrepresented communities.

You'll find practical, inclusive, and ethical gquidance that helps shift from transactional
outreach to long-term, purposeful collaboration. This isn't about box-ticking or
surface-level inclusion — it's about working in a way that shares power, respects lived

experience, and generates genuine positive change.

Whether you're a curator, academic, policymaker or producer, this quide will help you

embed inclusion from the start — not as an afterthought, but as the foundation.
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Step 1. Understand the barriers to engagement

Real engagement starts with acknowledging the long history of exclusion many

communities have faced.

Structural inequality, underfunding, tokenism and cultural appropriation have built
layers of mistrust, especially for Global Majority communities. Rather than assuming
disinterest, ask what's holding people back — and how your systems might be

contributing to it.

Often, engagement has been shaped by what the institution wants, not what
communities need. To change this, start by actively listening. Hold inclusive
conversations to understand people’s priorities. Then,

design your project around those needs —

not around pre-approved outcomes.

¢¢ Inclusion is creating an environment

Inclusion must be embedded
where everyone is welcome, respected,
from the beginning, including

. _ supported and valued. It is about
in the budget, planning, and

who's at the table. If it's bringing people together and creating

treated as an afterthought safety and belonging. It is, by definition,

the results will always fall the opposite of exclusion. 33

short.
Wajahat Ali and Yusuf Zakir, The Guardian

article: In Defense of DEI.
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Step 2: Shift from outreach to co-creation

One-off consultations typically don’t build trust. Co-creation is a healthier approach.
It’s time to move beyond tick-box engagement and start building long-term, two-way

relationships.

This means communities aren’t just asked for their input — they’re involved in
designing, shaping and delivering the work. Co-creation — or co-development or co-

production — respects that people engage in different ways.

Some want to lead; others prefer to dip in. Both are valid. What matters is that people
are treated as equals, not just participants. This shift can challenge internal power
structures, and yes — it can be uncomfortable for organisations relying on traditional

practices.

But that discomfort is often where meaningful progress begins. Recognise that lived
experience is expertise. Pay fairly, create space for real leadership, and share
ownership of decisions and outcomes. When done well, co-creation leads to richer,

more relevant and longer-lasting impact.

Video: What is co-production?

Curating with Communities by National Museums

Liverpool.
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Step 3. Use inclusive and ethical engagement
methods

Traditional engagement tools — surveys, panels, meetings — often don’t reflect how
many communities naturally share knowledge or ideas. Instead, reflect people's

cultural norms and preferences.

This might mean using oral storytelling, creative workshops, video content,
multilingual materials, and respectfully going into communities, instead of expecting

them to come to you.

Also consider accessibility: do your sessions welcome disabled people, neurodiverse
participants, those with caring responsibilities or limited digital access? Don’t assume

what people need. Ask them.

Importantly, ethical engagement means offering something in return — not just
collecting stories or insights. Make sure there’s a clear benefit for those involved. Be
transparent, offer fair payment or support, and set expectations collaboratively. If you

want trust, start with respect.

Importantly, plan for this work in

your budget - collaborative Tip: design engagement

working requires more time methods with

communities, not for them.
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Step 4. Rethink how outputs are shared

Too many organisations control the narrative. Inclusive engagement shifts that power.
Let communities decide how their stories and opinions are shared. Co-produce outputs
— whether it’s an exhibition, report, podcast or artwork — and invite people to lead,

edit, or challenge the process.

Representation must be consent-led, accessible and empowering. Use plain language,

visuals, audio and creative formats to reach wider audiences.

Always credit contributors — community members as well as professionals. Avoid
colonial ideas of “discovery”. Knowledge within communities isn’t new — it’s just been

ignored. Your role is to support its expression, not to extract it.

Secure consent before
using anyone’s voice,
name or image. Ask

how they’d like to be Tip:

acknowledged — or if Co-produce reports, exhibitions and

they’d prefer to stay

performances with community

anonymous. Give members as co-authors or curators.

people real control over

their narratives.
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Step 5. Place safety at the core of engagement

Safety is more than safeguarding policies. It's about emotional, cultural and
psychological wellbeing too. Start by asking: what makes people feel safe? Then design

engagement spaces — physical or digital — around those needs.

Create clear ground rules, allow multiple ways to contribute, and ensure sessions are
inclusive. That might mean using plain English, avoiding triggering topics, or offering

quiet spaces and reqular breaks. Never assume that traditional venues feel welcoming.

Meet people where they are — literally and culturally. Respect people’s privacy. Some
may not want to be named or photographed. Always ask, and never pressure. Include

wellbeing practices like breathwork, music or reflective time.

These small touches can have a huge

impact.

Most importantly, listen. When

Is T . people feel seen and safe, they're

more likely to engage honestly —

STRENCTA.

and that’s where the real maqic

happens.
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Case study: Aspire Black Suffolk -
beyond co-creation.

Aspire Black Suffolk was an initiative that | led alongside the acclaimed Power
of Stories exhibition. Both won national and local awards for their ground-
breaking, collaborative approaches, and record-breaking footfall and diversity
figures.

Way more than 'just' an engagement programme, Aspire Black Suffolk was a network of
passionate individuals and grassroots organisations that pooled their collective passion,
intelligence, skills and lived experience.

The initiative was in close collaboration with community members, and using £20k
funding from Arts Council England. Ipswich Museums provided the funds and guidance
only. The decisions were made by the community.

It was a platform that elevated the F

profile of and celebrated Suffolk's Black
community, which had been historically
underrepresented across all areas of
life, despite people's contribution to the
local economy and culture. It was an

unmissable opportunity to reinvigorate

The acclaimed Power of Stories ehibitlon at

oride and belonging. Christchurch Mansion, Ipswich. Photo by \l‘/’lv?ggg

the community’s healing, and sense of

Legacies include increased EDI in culture and education, greater expectation of inclusive

practices locally, and Aspire Black Suffolk is a CIC working with local young people.
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Step 6. Measure impact and commit to long-
term change

Impact isn’t just about numbers. It's about how people feel, what changes, and what
legacy is left behind. To measure this, shift beyond traditional evaluation. Collect
feedback through stories, reflections and creative responses — not just stats.

Otherwise you risk future mistakes and prevent your own development.

Ask communities how they define success, and build that into your planning. Long-
term change also means resisting the temptation of one-off projects. Create ongoing
relationships, plan for sustained investment, and share power beyond the life of the

project.

Set up feedback loops and regular check-ins — not just reporting for funders, but also
reporting back to the community. If you're serious about inclusion, commit for the long

haul. That’s how trust grows.

@ When working with the public, plans and activities rapidly
change and therefore ethics need to be continuously

revisited, adapted and agreed day-to-day. Q

- UK Research and Innovation blog:

Ethical public engagement is crucial but needs
supportive systems
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Step 7. Let's get to work on new engagement
plans

This guide isn’t the end — it's the beginning. Take time to reflect on what’s working,

what’s not, and how your organisation can build fairer engagement strategies.

Use these 7 steps to shape your next plan — from project design to delivery,

evaluation and beyond. Start small if you need to.

A listening session, @ new partnership, or a pilot initiative can be a powerful first step.
Collaborate with those who share your values. And stay open to learning — this is a

journey, not a destination.

Together, we can create inclusive
practices that shift culture, share

power, and make space for

¢¢  We believe that the people closest
to the problems are closest to the
solutions. ’9

everyone’s voice.

- Elizabeth Yeampierre,
environmental justice leader.
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@ Visit EIma's website: www.elmaglasgowconsulting.com.
@ Read her pledge to fight racism

m Connect with Elma on

About Elma.

Elma Glasgow is an award-winning inclusive
engagement consultant, coach and
facilitator. She helps organisations

committed to Cultural Inclusion build

meaningful, lasting connections with

underrepresented communities. Photo by John Ferguson

Using proven, impact-driven inclusive community engagement and
co-development processes, EIma guides organisations in creating
reciprocal benefits and legacies. She also produces Black-focused
cultural heritage projects.

Elma's work stems from 25+ years in communications and PR,
engaging with audiences on behalf of clients and brands in charity,
film, music, theatre, higher education, recruitment, design and
other industries. The acclaimed Black-focused Power of Stories
project, and her award-winning community engagement initiative,
Aspire Black Suffolk, shifted her work and reignited her passion for
fighting for an equitable world.

She is a trained journalist, she studied in Germany, and has

travelled around the world.
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