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Trust in institutions is declining. Strategic engagement has never
been more important.
Communities expect transparency, meaningful participation and genuine influence in decisions that

affect their lives. Yet too often, engagement happens too late, feels performative or is treated as a
compliance exercise rather than a strategic function.

This thought leadership paper explores the critical role strategic engagement plays in rebuilding trust,
strengthening democratic processes and improving decision-making in an increasingly complex and
contested environment.

This paper forms part of our ongoing commitment to strengthen practice across the profession.

WHAT YOU'LL WALK AWAY WITH

} A deeper understanding of strategic engagement and its role in democratic trust

Insight into the challenges undermining effective engagement today

Practical recommendations for elevating engagement within organisations and government
Strategies for embedding engagement earlier in policy and decision-making processes

Perspectives from political leaders, decision-makers and engagement practitioners
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Ideas for strengthening trust, transparency and community confidence in decision-making

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

Around the world, trust in institutions is under pressure.

At the same time, communities are demanding greater transparency, accountability and influence
over decisions that affect them. Organisations and governments that fail to engage meaningfully risk
eroding trust, increasing opposition and weakening long-term outcomes.

This paper explores how strategic engagement can help bridge that gap and support a more resilient,
participatory democracy.

‘Democracy faces an urgent crisis of trust and contradiction that demands more than passive
observation.’
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BUILT FOR ENGAGEMENT PROFESSIONALS NAVIGATING REAL-WORLD GOMPLENITY

Whether you work in government, infrastructure, consulting, energy, research or

community engagement, this paper helps you:

} Strengthen the role of engagement in } Navigate increasing community expectations
decision-making and scrutiny

} Build trust and legitimacy in complex } Embed engagement as a strategic function
projects and policies rather than a project activity

} Better understand the relationship
between engagement and democracy

WHAT SETS THIS APART

This is more than a discussion about engagement practice.

Drawing on interviews with political leaders, senior executives, academics, policy experts and
engagement practitioners across Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand, the paper examines some of
the most significant challenges facing engagement and democratic participation today.

The paper also provides practical recommendations for organisations and practitioners seeking to
strengthen engagement, improve decision-making and build more trusted institutions.
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