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HOW to USE your toolbox

0

Our Common Place is an approach to engaging people in the set up, 
promotion and running of successful community led projects. The 
approach is unique in that it recognises the important role our values play 
in shaping our attitudes, behaviours and involvement in community life.  

User 
Guidance

who is it for?
This toolbox is a companion for community leaders, volunteers, activists or 
professionals who want to improve their community engagement skills and 
knowledge. Specifically, these tools introduce practical ways to apply new 
understandings about values to the day-to-day work of community organisers 
on the ground.   

Please read these instructions, they will help you and your community get the 
maximum possible benefit from the toolbox.

how does it work?
Either: take a journey from the ‘getting started’ section right through to 
‘recording experiences and building on success.’ 

Or: select different tools, for different jobs, at different times. Think of this 
toolbox like a conventional DIY toolbox; pick out what you need, as and when 
you need it.

You can work through the tools independently, as part of a small group, or 
with us at an Our Common Place training workshop. 

Work through the exercises, familiarise yourself with the tools and take notes 
that you can refer back to later.



HOW TO CONSTRUCT YOUR TOOLS:  TIME TO USE YOUR HANDS!

Each tool comes as four loose A4 sheets. To work through each tool for the 
first time we recommend laying it out as a poster (make sure page 3 is in the 
top right hand corner and page 12 down in the bottom left). It is a good idea 
to use sticky tape to hold the poster together.

To store the tool back in the toolbox, either:

a) Poster: Fold it in half four times like a pocket sized map. The title 
page should become the front cover and the index should end up on the 
back.

b) Booklet: Cut it up to form a pocket sized booklet. Cut the sticky 
tape to go back to four A4 sheets and then cut along the ‘scissor lines’ 
to end up with eight pieces. Next, fold each piece in half with the printed 
side facing out, pile the pages up in the right order and staple them all 
together.  

*An insert with illustrated instructions on how to construct the tools 
accompanies this guidance.

The Our Common Place toolbox is a true hands-on learning experience!

We recommend doing the sticking, cutting and folding as you move from tool 
to tool rather than getting bogged down trying to do them all in one go. 

It is a good idea to use elastic bands to sort your tools into sections and to 
stop them from springing up when you open your toolbox!

Please feel free to make photocopies of the tools, it is best to do this before 
anything else. We can also send you any of the tools by email, feel free to get 
in touch.

4. Recording experiences and building on success 
Reporting: Measuring your impact and sharing your story

Social media: Getting your online presence right

Gathering photos: Saying it with pictures

The first page of each tool serves as an index, highlighting which one you are 
currently using. We have put an asterisk next to complementary tools. 

This toolbox will always be a work in progress, please send us ideas for new 
tools; we want to release a few new ones each year.

WHAT IS IN THE TOOLBOX?

In designing the toolbox two of our key principles were ‘be humble’ and ‘be 
question led’. We are expecting that most people interested in this toolbox 
will have some experience of working with communities already. Through the 
tools and the workshops, we of course share our thoughts and perspectives, 
but we know that you have your own very relevant experiences to share and 
the ability to come up with new ideas as groups and individuals - the toolbox 
is designed to spark that creativity off.  

We have organised the tools into four colour coded main sections. Here is a 
brief description of each:

1. Getting started
Why this approach? Exploring why values matter in community 
engagement

You and your role:  Making it clear who you are and what you’re up to

Getting to know people and places: Exploring what’s what

and who’s who

2. Deciding what to do and how to do it
Listening out for ideas: Discovering what people want to do in their 
community

Choosing a project: Deciding what to focus effort on and why

Forming a group: Finding the people who are going to make things 
happen

Making a plan: Turning good ideas into real life projects 

3. Holding meetings and running events
Facilitation: Doing things with rather than for people

Health and Safety: Understanding, managing and minimising risks

Conflict management: Preventing and dealing with conflict 

Volunteers: Where, why and how to engage volunteers 

Promotion: Getting the right message across



workshops

we want to hear from you

We use the Our Common Place approach to inspire communities to live 
fulfilling and environmentally mindful lives. We have used the approach to 
motivate people to change their behaviour’s on specific issues such as waste 
and recycling, energy and local environmental quality. 

Please get in touch if you would like us to run an Our Common Place workshop 
with your organisation. We can tailor the workshop length, size and scope 
according to your needs and budget. 

We really hope this tool has been useful, please share it with others and 
please send us: 

e-mail: ourcommonplace@keepbritaintidy.org 
twitter: @ourcommonplace

web: keepbritaintidy.org 
facebook: ourcommonplaceuk  

Questions

CommentsPictures

Suggestions  for new tools

Ideas

https://twitter.com/OurCommonPlace
http://www.keepbritaintidy.org/
https://www.facebook.com/ourcommonplaceuk


a) Poster



b) Booklet



Holding 
MEETINGS AND

 RUNNING EVENTS

promotion

Health and

Safety  

Conflict
Management

Facilitation

Volunteers

LISTENING OUT 

FOR ideas

Deciding
What to do and

How to do it
GETTING 
STARTED

Deciding 
WHAT TO DO AND 
HOW TO DO IT

RECORDING 
EXPERIENCES And 

BUILDING ON SUCCESS

Gathering

Photos  

Social

MEDIA  

Reporting

Making a
Plan

Forming a 

Group

Choosing a 

Project

LISTENING OUT 

FOR ideas
WHY THIS  

APPROACH

Getting to know 

People and places

YOU and

Your role

TOOLBOX CONTENT 
Tools marked with            have useful information to check alongside this one.



32

LISTENING
OUT FOR 

ideasDeciding What to do and How to do it

EVERY PROJECT STARTS WITH AN IDEA What's possible?
Every project starts with an idea and that idea should come from the 
community. Our Common Place like other co-production approaches is 
about doing things with people, not to or for them. So, before deciding what 
to do and how to do it, you need to listen out for the ideas that are bubbling 
away under the surface.

Being extrovert and outgoing, in short talking a lot, can be great for 
community engagement work, but right now you need to be a good ‘active 
listener’ imposing as little as you can. Your job is to tap into people's 
imaginations, to ignite creative sparks, to help people draw ideas out and turn 
them into little projects that build community strength. 

Your eyes and ears, as well as your own imagination, are vital here. Remember 
though, these projects do not have to be something new, be on the lookout 
too for things that are already happening; things that you can help with by 
training people in the skills they need to promote, facilitate and 'green' their 
activities. 

Inevitably while ‘listening out’ you will hear some pretty wild ideas, for 
example: ‘let’s build a solar powered rollercoaster so people can use the power 
of gravity to get to the shops instead of driving’. Unfortunately though, we 
need to be realistic, we only have a certain amount of time and money, we’re 
restricted by planning rules and so on. The amount of support we can draw 
from councillors, neighbours and local businesses is also not endless. 
There are three main types of initiatives that will emerge through Our 
Common Place:
- Ongoing activities like weekly homework or sewing clubs 
- One-off events like Christmas parties, or community fun days 
- Projects to create something tangible like a short film or a CD
While listening out for ideas, think carefully about what is needed to turn each 
idea into a workable project. Use your head as well as your heart. 
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DoN'T MENTION THE ENVIRONMENT WHAT ABOUT TABLE TENNIS?

People want to do things 
that seem fun and/or 
useful. These things may be 
‘environmental’ in the traditional 
sense, but there are also loads 
of other fun and useful activities they 
can do that bring people together. Your expert input will help keep the 
environmental and social impacts tiny (or even positive). 

Is table tennis part of a sustainable 
lifestyle? How about reading a book 

in a park? What about a walk with friends 

around a lake? Dancing? Singing? Piano? 

Guitar? Language classes? Chess? Yoga? 

Sunbathing? Knitting? Sewing? Running? 

Gossiping? None of these activities 

require huge amounts of materials 
or electrical energy, some 

require none at all. 

Home insulation, furniture repairing, driving slowly, installing solar panels, 
gardening, composting, being vegetarian and recycling are examples of 
what most people think of as ‘environmental behaviours’ and things that a 
‘sustainable living’ project might focus on. 

They are all good things, but they rarely engage more than 10 or 15% of any 
community - they are rarely on the tips of people’s tongues as things they are 
desperate to do! 

That’s why when we arrive in a community to do an environmental project on 
say food waste, we’re rarely overwhelmed with excited emails and phone calls 
from people who want to get involved. 

We need to be more imaginative about what a sustainable lifestyle actually 
is.  
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Dos Don'ts

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Read local news, hang out with the community.
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Dos Don'ts

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Knock on doors, say hi to people!
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Dos Don'ts

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Go along to community meetings and events.
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Dos Don'ts

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Search for tweets, forums + blogs online.
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Dos Don'ts

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Set up a stall in a local square or park.
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deciding what to do
At this point you will have gathered a number of ideas for projects to take on. 
After checking if they are viable, fun and useful, these will be reduced to a few 
final proposals.

Now its time to consider which direction to take. Situations differ greatly in 
every community so there's no single answer on how to do this. Ultimately, 
you're aiming for the decision to come directly from people driven by their 
motivations, interest and willingness to commit to making the project happen.
If there is no enthusiasm for it, then it is probably not the right initiative to 
take forward.

This is one of the most important stages in making co-production work. The 
projects you and your community choose to focus on is vital.

Using an imaginary community, this tool will help improve your ability to 
assess which projects will and won’t work. You can then go through a similar 
process with your community to assess projects in a real life situation.
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different people - different ideas
An 'Our Common Place' officer comes to your neighbourhood and invites you 
to share ideas for community projects that could be started here.

Following your reflections from the previous exercise, try to come up with 
three ideas that this diverse community might suggest as:

what if...
Imagine a brand new community. Everybody living there will be unique, 
with different life experiences, goals and aspirations. Diversity is a great 
thing, it makes places vibrant and interesting. List who might live in this new 
community.

Get into one or two of these people's shoes. What are your values, interests 
and concerns?

•

•

•

•

•

•

Ongoing Activities One-off Events Tangible Outcomes

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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ongoing activities: considerations
Select one of the ideas for ongoing activities, what considerations should you 
make before choosing to take it forward?

People Time Resources

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Environmental  
+ Social impact

•

•

•
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One-Off EVENTs: considerations
Select one of the ideas for one-off events, what considerations should you 
make before choosing to take it forward?

People Time Resources

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Environmental  
+ Social impact

•

•

•
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tangible outcomes: considerations
Select one of the ideas for a tangible outcome, what considerations should 
you make before choosing to take it forward?

People Time Resources

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Environmental  
+ Social impact

•

•

•
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keep it positive
As you might have experienced while 'Listening Out for Ideas', some of the 
proposals that people come up with aren't really feasible (a solar powered 
rollercoaster?!!). Similarly, other ideas might not correspond to the values you 
are trying to work on, for example 'to take down some trees to have more 
parking spaces'. 

Even if these are not the proposals you would be hoping to get, they are 
worth taking into account; always keep it positive and respond to these 
ideas without judging. The last thing you want is to alienate people; you are 
there to provide a space for them to feel comfortable sharing their ideas and 
participating, even if these differ from your own.

Try to bring the conversation back to the intrinsic values behind their ideas. 
What is it that they really want and in which other way could that be 
approached? What other things are they interested in?
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"Don't worry about finding a 'perfect' 
idea to take on, there will always be some 

uncertainties. Nonetheless, at some point you just need to 
go for it! If there is interest and support from at least one 
member of the community, get out there and try,  keep in 
mind that this is part of a process, strong communities don't 
just emerge from one day to the other. Even if the chosen 
project does not turn out as expected, if you make it fun 
for people, and focus on building connections, relationships 
and bringing in the values you are working on, that will be 

worthwhile in itself."

Staying aware Of your role
Your engagement to date should have produced a list of around ten potential 
projects. To choose a few to focus on you might want to facilitate a vote. From 
this you will hopefully create a mix of one-off events, ongoing activities and 
projects that produce something tangible like an outdoor gym or a website.

In an ideal world, the community will choose a project that will work for them 
and create possitive social and environmental change. However, occassionally 
they might not. If you are left with no other option than to choose the 
project yourself then follow your judgement on what would work best in the 
community and with the people you are in contact with.

Just remember, as far as possible, you want it to be their project, not yours!

exit strategy
Think ahead and plan your exit strategy. After your exit, people should be 
willing to continue running the project and hopefully confident enough to start 

others in the future.
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Getting into it
An idea for a project that will be fun and useful has emerged. What's needed 
now is a group of people who can make a plan and carry it out.

A group that could do this might already exist or one might need to start from 
scratch. How can you facilitate this process? 

remember YOUR ROLE?
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SOCIAL CAPITAL
Bringing heads together is an end in itself. This is what's called building social 
capital. Social capital is something individuals have (when they have many 
social connections) and something communities have (when they are well 
connected).

THE POWER OF GROUPS
In today's society, we rarely do things with our neighbours, many of us don't 
even know more than one or two. Giving people an opportunity to come 
together can help them realise they share many hopes, values and ideals.

Once relationships start to be made, there is no limit to what strong 
communities can accomplish. 
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What do you think are the barriers for people to engage in community 
groups? How do you think they could be broken?

BREAKING BARRIERS

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

who will form the group? 
The same places where you would go 'listening out for ideas' are perfect 
locations to find people to join your group!
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Considering people's reasons for joining the group, how do you think you 
could go about satisfying their interests through your group's activities?

•

•

•

•

•

embracing people's interests

Don't miss out opportunities to ask people why they want to join/joined the 
group, it will help you maintain their personal interest and understand the 
group's overarching purpose.

What doeS group membership involve?
• How often will they meet in person? 

• Where will they meet?

• Will it feel formal or informal?

• Do they need to take on specific roles?

• Do they need to come up with a name, have a logo, a facebook page? 

• How about the group's longevity, are they meant to produce a one-off 
activity, a monthly event, an ongoing venture...? 
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LEt It Flow
Keep in mind that the strongest group might not appear until later in a 
project. It is an evolving process, some people will leave while others will join, 
try to gather as much feedback as you can and stay motivated, keeping the 
enthusiasm levels of the group up at all times.

SUSTAINING THE GROUP
What can you do to help keep people interested?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•



1312

 
formING a 

groupDeciding What to do and How to do it

LEave them to it!
As a facilitator at some point you will have to leave to go and work with 
another community. Be clear about this from the beginning, you're there to 
build the confidence and skills of the group. 

Do things with, not for, them from the start. Then leave them to it!

support THE GROUP
The group should take on responsibilities...
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But don't put too much pressure on them... a "sense of COMMUNITY"
McMillan & Chavis define sense of community as a 'feeling that members 
have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to 
the group, and a shared faith that members' needs will be met through their 
commitment to be together.' 

They identify four elements to a sense of community:

1. Membership: feeling that you belong and are comfortable within the group

2. Influence: both from the individual towards the group and from the group 
towards the individuals.

3. Integration and fulfilment of needs: good interaction and bonding within 
group members and feeling rewarded by the contributions made to the group.

4. Shared emotional connection: recognising similarities in terms of 
background, values, ideals, goals, motivations...
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From an initial idea to a proper plan
While choosing a project, you would have given some thought to the people, 
time and resources that the group will need in order to take the initiative 
forward. You will also have considered the social and environmental impacts.

This is a great starting point for making a plan, this tool will help you facilitate 
what comes next.

Why make a plan?
• To put onto paper the different 
stages of the project

• To turn ideas into actions

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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What makes a good plan?
What do you need to consider?

Plan

It is realistic

People make  
decisions 

People are 
aware of the 

stages
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Your role
It is really important to remember what was explored in the ‘You and Your 
Role’ tool. You are there to facilitate the process and do things with the 
community, not for them.

At this stage you will be inspiring people to understand why it is important to 
make a plan, it’s vital for bringing the project to life. 

You will provide an impartial perspective and an objective view based on 
your experience. You will assist them to develop a democratic process, trying 
to keep all parties on board while managing any possible conflicts that may 
occur.

You will use your empathy, the 'ability to accurately put yourself in someone 
else's shoes' being mindful of different personalities, backgrounds, situations, 
feelings, behaviours, body language, etc. Communicate this understanding 
to also help create an environment where people feel comfortable and where 
their presence and contributions are valued.
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Holding a planning meeting
Different projects need different planning strategies depending on their size 
and nature. For example, a planning meeting could be held by three people 
sitting around a table who want to fix the benches of the local park, or by 60 
people in a community assembly who want to set up a community garden. 

As facilitator, you will want to create an agenda outlining the decisions that 
need to be made, decide the format in which the planning will take place and 
establish what you want to produce by the end of the day.

You will help people stay on track and help them focus on priorities while 
keeping an eye on the big picture. Encourage openess and participation. Try 
to identify where support will be needed and where training will be useful.

Will the group be divided into teams to look at the different topics? Will they 
have a forum? Do they need brainstorming sessions? 

Decision making
A very important contribution you will make to the group will involve assisting 
them to make decisions.  Your presence can be of much help, providing 
relevant guidance and avoiding any unnecessary tensions or conflicts. 

Keeping the real value of the project in mind can make it easier for them to 
reach decisions, if people agree on the main goal, they will be able to see 
whether an approach leads to or distances them from it.

It can be often be useful to firstly agree on how the decisions will be made 
depending on their relevance and scale. Some decisions might be voted on 
while others will require consensus.

Involve all the affected stakeholders in the planning. Make sure they are 
included and happy with the decision making process.
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Scenario planning
A great method to incorporate into your planning is imagining different 
scenarios, thinking about how they would affect your plans and how you 
could respond to them.  

For example:

• What would we do if we don't get permission to use xxx space?

• What if we don't have enough chairs for everybody to sit in?

• What if no one shows up?

• What would be the best/worst thing that could happen?

Don't be scared to over dramatize as long as you all think of it as a creative 
exercise, it's not the idea to get paranoid, but to think about alternatives.

Always 'hope for the best but be prepared for the worst'.

In some groups, everybody wants it their way... 

In others, to avoid conflict, people may agree to ideas even if they are not 
the most appropriate.
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Sharing the plan
Before the planning session, it is vital to define who will be taking notes to 
make sure everything is recorded.

Depending on the amount of information the plan includes, how detailed 
you make it, and people's capacities, the group might want for example to 
produce a paper copy of the plan or simply to send an e-mail around.

Make sure the plan specifies what needs to be done, who is going to do it and  
when it needs to be ready. Outline how people will communicate with each 
other and feedback on what's happening so that everybody can stay in the 
loop.
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Keep it flexible
Some principles to keep in mind:

• Avoid inflexible methods and strategies that crumble if any single thing fails.

• Both you and the group should accept and understand people's limitations, 
agendas and levels of commitment. It's not about everybody putting the 
same amount of effort into prescribed roles but instead about inspiring them 
to contribute as best as they can with the role they are willing to take. Make 
the best use of people’s skills, capacities and interests.

• The plan should try to find the right pace for each step of the process. Plan 
in a way that maintains the momentum. Do not rush things or leave them to 
the last minute.

Making a plan is crucial to the project. 
It's during this process that great ideas will start to 

become actions, and the project a reality. Being involved in 
making the plan is empowering, you don't need to do it alone. 
It can act as a spark for potential energy that might be lying 
dormant in the group. It gives participants a focus for their 
enthusiasm and a chance to define what they want to see 
happening and how they will contribute to it. Making a plan 
together to reach a common achievable goal with a fair share 
of responsibilities can really strengthen in the group a 

sense of connection, of being part of a team. 


