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In rural and small-town communities, engagement is more than outreach. It is a conversation rooted in trust, 
shared experience, and local identity. These communities thrive on neighborly relationships and traditions that 
shape how people gather and share concerns. Effective engagement in rural places and small towns calls for 
consistency and a willingness to meet people where they are.

Groundwork for Understanding the Community
When the Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) engages rural and small-town communities, it is 
essential to recognize the unique contexts and values that shape participation. These communities often differ 
significantly from urban areas in how people interact, make decisions, and view change.

Community Identity & Social Fabric
Relationships
Trust and credibility with the community are built over time. Residents may be cautious toward outsiders until 
they form relationships. Credibility comes from showing up and investing in personal connections.

Local Leaders & Influencers
Elected officials are sometimes seen as the sole 
decision-makers; however, pastors, school principals, 
civic leaders, and long-standing residents can also 
play pivotal roles in shaping opinions. Working through 
trusted local messengers can help bridge gaps 
between FDOT and the community. 

Shared History & Trust
Memories of past projects shape current perceptions. 
If a community felt ignored or unsupported in the 
past, skepticism may be high. Repeated instances 
of input that did not influence outcomes can result 
in engagement fatigue. Trust is earned through 
consistency, visible follow-up, and showing how local 
voices shape decisions. 

Logistics & Local Rhythms
Community Calendars
Rural life follows seasonal rhythms. High school sports, the county fair, religious observances, harvest, and 
hurricane season can dictate availability. Scheduling events without regard to community calendars risks poor 
turnout.
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Venue Availability
Schools, community centers, places of worship, and libraries are common venues for engagement events, but 
they may be limited in number and capacity in smaller communities. Identify and reserve venues as early as 
possible to ensure their availability.

Travel Distances
Rural residents often live far apart with few transportation options beyond personal vehicles. Select locations 
and times that minimize travel burdens and make participation feasible.

Common Rural Community Concerns
Understanding what matters most to the community is essential for ensuring that conversations are relevant 
and engagement is effective. Acknowledging background issues shows respect, builds credibility, and connects 
project discussions to the realities rural residents face every day.

Funding Limitations
Small tax bases and limited staff capacity 
mean rural communities are often more 
dependent on state and federal resources 
for planning, construction, and maintenance. 
Acknowledge these realities and explain how 
funding partnerships work.

Road Safety & Resilience
Narrow, high-speed roads increase crash 
risks, while unpaved, poorly maintained, 
or flood-prone roads could disrupt access 
and emergency response. Engage residents 
to identify problem areas, allowing local 
knowledge to inform decisions.

Freight Impacts
Heavy truck traffic accelerates road wear, 
often exceeding maintenance budgets. 
Facilitate dialogue between freight operators 
and residents and address maintenance 
concerns through outreach and surveys.

Right-of-Way Acquisition
Acquiring right-of-way is costly and complex for small communities with limited experience. Explain the steps, 
timelines, and decision points.

Stewardship of Land & Economy
Projects often impact farmland, conservation areas, or sensitive ecosystems that are vital to rural economies. 
Recognize these assets and discuss options to avoid, minimize, or mitigate impacts.

Workforce Capacity
Rural communities sometimes struggle to attract and keep skilled transportation staff. Engagement can identify 
ideas for partnerships, incentives, or flexible arrangements to make these jobs more sustainable.
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Practical Approaches for Engaging Rural & Small-Town 
Communities
Effective engagement in rural areas means meeting people where they are, using familiar channels, and 
showing consistent accountability. Project teams should emphasize face-to-face interactions, leverage both 
traditional and digital outreach options, and provide frequent communications. 

Ground Engagement in Local Voices
Work with Local Champions
Partner with trusted figures, such as school principals, business owners, and church officials, to spread the word 
and host community events.

Form an Advisory Committee
An advisory committee is a selected group of stakeholders that provides formal input and feedback on 
transportation projects. Consider recruiting residents, nonprofits, and civic leaders to form an advisory 
committee that reflects local interests, ground the process in community needs, and strengthen trust.

Reach People Beyond Meetings
Provide contact information so residents can reach out with additional feedback outside of formal settings. 
Additionally, consider seeking opportunities to engage with stakeholders at seasonal events, such as local 
markets and county fairs, or organizing informal gatherings in familiar settings, like places of worship, 
community centers, coffee shops, or cooperative extension offices.

Communicate Early & Through Trusted Channels
Start Early
Initiate outreach well in advance to coordinate calendars 
and confirm availability, especially with local governments 
that may be juggling many responsibilities.

Avoid Peak Periods
Schedule outreach to avoid the local government budget 
season, popular community events, and council/
commission meetings so stakeholders can fully participate. 

Use Local Outlets
Share information through radio stations, newspapers, 
government publications, and bulletin boards in central 
gathering places, such as libraries, feed stores, and 
restaurants.

Work Through Community Networks
Partner with trusted organizations, such as schools, places of worship, 4-H clubs, American Legion and VFW 
halls, and Cooperative Extension offices, to reach the community and drive participation.

Offer Printed & Digital Engagement Materials
Some rural areas may lack access to reliable broadband internet. Plan to provide both printed and digital 
engagement materials and consider distributing them using the U.S. Postal Service’s Every-Door-Direct-Mail 
service.
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Match Format to Meeting Purpose
Clarify Goals
Decide whether you are informing the public, gathering input, or building consensus. Define goals, identify the 
audience, and select meeting formats that align with those objectives while supporting meaningful participation. 

Use Flexible Formats
Adapt to local settings with approaches such as pop-ups at fairs and mobile open houses across towns, and 
small group conversations.

Provide Flexible Timing
Offer daytime, evening, and weekend engagement opportunities to accommodate people with varying routines 
and commitments.

Choose the Right Space
Select Familiar Venues
Prioritize spaces the community already 
knows and trusts, such as community 
centers, libraries, places of worship, and 
school cafeterias.

Match Space to Purpose
Choose smaller rooms for 
conversational gatherings and 
interactive sessions, and larger halls or 
auditoriums for informational events. 

Ensure Ease & Comfort
When possible, select venues that 
are convenient, ADA-compliant, have 
sufficient seating, and are equipped 
with lighting, acoustics, and A/V 
equipment so everyone can participate 
fully. Since rural residents often live far 
apart, prioritize locations that minimize 
the travel burden.

Cultivate Space for Interaction
Encourage Resident-Driven Ideas
Empower residents to identify solutions and priorities themselves so community knowledge shapes outcomes.

Use Interactive Tools
Include map-marking, idea boards, feedback stations, and group discussions that encourage hands-on 
participation.

Leverage Collected Data
Leverage data collected about community characteristics and project details to inform and promote feedback 
from residents. 
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Allow Time for Engagement & Reflection
Keep agendas manageable, leaving space for conversation, reflection, and meaningful contributions. Be 
prepared to adjust the agenda or facilitation as needed based on attendance and have a contingency plan. 
Flexibility ensures participants feel welcomed and heard, regardless of group size. 

Use Plain Language & 
Visuals
Tell Stories
Frame project benefits in everyday terms 
(e.g., easier farm-to-market travel).

Show Maps & Photos
Use visuals to highlight how changes will 
affect familiar places.

Provide Bilingual Materials
Offer translations or interpreters where 
needed to ensure broader understanding.

Build Trust Through 
Accountability
Be Transparent
Clarify what is open for input and what is fixed so participants know how they can shape outcomes.

Emphasize Neighbors, Not Just Agencies
Introduce project staff as people first and connect beyond job titles. A human touch reduces distance, builds 
rapport, and helps locals see FDOT as a partner, not just a government agency.

Report Back
Share concise, timely updates with the broader community through local channels and demonstrate how 
feedback influenced decisions, even in small ways. 

Measure What Matters
Include a Range of Voices
Ensure perspectives from different parts of the community are represented.

Prioritize Quality Over Quantity
Look beyond attendance numbers to assess the depth, relevance, and usefulness of community input.

Measure & Respond
Note whether participants become more open, trusting, and engaged over time, and identify future 
opportunities to cultivate trust.
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Why Do These Engagement Practices Matter?

Relationships Take Time
In rural communities, relationships are often rooted in long-standing personal bonds. Residents may 
have known each other and local leaders for generations, which can make them cautious of perceived 
outsiders. Credibility is established through repeated presence over time, demonstrating that FDOT is 
committed to the community, not just the project.

Trust Must Be Earned
Rural residents may be skeptical of government processes, especially if past engagement felt like a 
“checkbox” exercise where input had an insignificant impact. Trust is not automatic; it grows through 
consistent follow-up, honest communication, and clear demonstration that local voices shape decisions.

Local Rhythms Cannot Be Rushed
Community calendars revolve around seasonal events, school activities, church gatherings, and harvest. 
Effective engagement respects these rhythms and works with them, rather than forcing schedules that 
only suit project deadlines.

Participation Grows Gradually
Rural residents often take a “wait and see” approach to new processes or unfamiliar facilitators. Early 
meetings may draw few participants, but when practitioners consistently listen, respond, and show 
respect, word of mouth can strengthen participation over time.

Complex Issues Require Dialogue
Transportation issues in rural areas are intertwined with values like heritage, land stewardship, and 
identity. Resolving such concerns requires ongoing dialogue, follow-up, and visible responsiveness to 
demonstrate respect for the community.


