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Foreward
In 2010 Dublin City Council established the Studio to work with customers
and staff to generate alternative solutions to challenges facing the City and the
Council.
Our small multidisciplinary team is working on a variety of initiatives including
piloting changes in public service delivery, making Dublin’s public data
available for reuse by digital entrepreneurs through dublinked.ie, developing
and testing staff ideas and partnering in a number of creative projects with the
Science Gallery, Institute without Boundaries and other organisations.
We have found the on-street conversations process a very useful and very
positive tool to engage with a broad range of people who might never come to
public meetings or respond to public consultations. It is particularly effective
way of assessing opinions and attitudes at the beginning of a project. Staff
involved find it very beneficial to hear directly from the man and woman on
the street what is of most concern to them.
I would like to thank all the studio team members, but John Conroy in
particular. John is passionate about the benefits of this way of working. He
wrote this toolkit as a parting gift to his colleagues prior to his recent retirement.
We hope you find it useful.
Deirdre Ni Raghallaigh
The Studio
May 2013
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Introduction
A street engagement (usually a conversation) is useful for gaining information
in an informal, unstructured and spontaneous manner. You will meet people
who normally don’t engage with the political system or planned / facilitated
events. You will also meet those who are very political and engaged in all
forms of groups and interactions. This methodology is useful for capturing the
immediate reaction of people who use leisure and service points, work or live
in a designated location or area.
As a methodology it is open, transparent and inclusive of all levels of society.
This process gives you the opportunity to talk to young and old, from those
sleeping on the street to those living in high value accommodation.

Why Use This Process?
-It engages with a large number of people in a short time-frame
-It is a positive experience for the people we speak to and the staff
involved in the process
-The colourful questionnaires, cardboard boxes and posters make
people curious about what is going on. We take pictures of people with
their statement. An image speaks volumes
-It puts a face to Dublin City Council or any public body
-People generally appreciate this type of engagement
-It is informal, low cost, open, honest and flexible
-It gives a voice to people who normally may not be heard
-It encourages staff and the organisation to listen in a new way
-We speak to people on site at the location in question. This gives us a
unique opportunity to not only gain insights from speaking to people,
but also to observe their actions and behaviours while they are using
the space

Street engagements are also fun!
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Design

The Design Team
Before carrying out an on street engagement it is useful to schedule a number
of meetings with the client (commissioning body or individual requesting
the engagement) to acquaint them with the process and its benefits. This will
inform the process and provide clarity and understanding of roles.
The design team are the team who will design and lead the process. They will
ideally be:
-Three people
-Not afraid to challenge or be challenged
-Have a mix of skill-sets/backgrounds
-Have an understanding/experience of the process (See volunteers)
-Capable of viewing work through different lenses
-Open minded. Often it is seen as convenient to take short cuts on
the basis that all processes are the same. This may or may not be true,
but such presumptions need to be challenged for this process to work
effectively
-All participants have an equal voice in the process
-Have respect for each other
-Positive
-Open to compromise
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Agree the Brief
It is important to agree the brief with the client, laying out why the process
is being carried out. One or more of the design team should attend initial
discussions to ensure a shared understanding of requirements, which will
include:
-The needs of the client
-Rationale for carrying out the process
-Why at this time?
-Ensuring the commissioning group understand the process
-Budgets and resources
-Number of conversations required
-Number of locations, site specific. It may not always be possible to
deliver on the specific site, it needs to be agreed that you have the
flexibility to move when necessary. (The site selected may not be working
for you and better opportunities may be close-by. This happens at least
once in every engagement)
-Agreeing responsibilities of both the client and process supplier
-Agree where the final report of conversations will feed into the overall
project
-Identify if any permissions are needed and who has responsibility for
this. It will probably be easier for the commissioning group to gather
these
-Timeline (This should be as tight as possible but be realistic)
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Design the Process
Some discussion of the brief, amongst the design team, is necessary to ensure all
are agreed on what needs to be done. There should be adequate time allocated
to examine the brief. There can be a sense that too much time is spent at the
beginning when it looks as if you are going over old ground; “We did all that
the last time?”, but time spent here is valuable and rewarding.
Ideally three half days should be allocated to designing what you are going
to do on the street and sufficient time allocated to preparing materials prior
to commencing conversations. There may be more time needed for some
processes and others may need less.
Any presumptions should be challenged with honesty and generosity and
consensus reached. All participants need to be confident in this process and
able to listen actively. It is advisable that the team has direct contact with the
client as communication dissipates with layered contact. It is also beneficial
if members of the commissioning group (client) agree to participate in the
process as volunteers, or at least attend as observers at one or more of the
conversation locations.
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Why?

Purpose of conversation

Who?

Target audience

How?

Structure of conversation

Where? Area/Locations, Footfall
When?

Timescale, Time of day/Day of week
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Why?
This is the most important aspect of the process and time spent here will
pay huge dividends. Go ‘Wide’ and ‘Deep’. This is the beginning of a process
to explore all possibilities and challenging perceptions without restriction.
Negatives and other reasons why this can’t happen should be put aside in
this part of the process. ‘Everything is possible’ is a good mantra here. When
the possibilities have been exhausted and priorities agreed (Maybe top three
choices) we need to start bringing the process in to realisable possibilities. Any
‘Dream’ aspects can be parked for consideration at a later date.
Small post-its can be used effectively here for a quick brainstorm. Each of the
team write their immediate thoughts, as many as possible (‘going wide’), written
as quickly as possible, placed on the board (this method can also be used in
subsequent stages).The post-its can then be grouped under themes agreed by
all.
After consideration, any idea, thought or opinion can be put to one side for
future consideration, if there is general consensus.
If one of the participants have to leave for some reason, it is important to
understand that anything agreed during this time will not be changed. Often
there will be requests for other individuals to attend during one of the days.
Unless this is the first day it can be very disruptive as this part is the driver of
the process.
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Who?
The team will need to be supplied with a list of the demographics to be
consulted. In discussing why we are talking to these groups the team may
identify a group that may have been overlooked. If so, this will need to be
discussed with the client. There may be a reason why they have been omitted
(possibly they are being engaged with in a separate process). It could also be
that scheduled conversations1 are needed before or after a street conversation to
target specific individuals or groups such as children and young teenagers, who
should not be engaged with on-street. Locations may be of importance; If so,
knowledge of the area and its history is relevant.

A scheduled conversation is a more formal process ,but one that takes the participant outside
their comfort zone. If decided on, a separate process is needed, though the same steps can
be followed.

1
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How?
If a street conversation is considered, how it is carried out is important. Questions
need to be designed carefully and kept as open as possible to enable free flowing
conversation. A focus needs to be placed on ‘positivity’, otherwise conversations
can turn into a negative conversation with little or no outcome. “What could
be improved?” is preferable to “What’s wrong?”. The primer questions decided
on will depend on the original brief and the broader questions that need to
be answered. The people conducting the conversations will need to be fully
conversant with them. While these questions will not necessarily be asked they
will be included in the conversation. Four primer questions are enough. Bear
in mind other prompt questions may arise from the conversation and these are
essential.
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Sample questions from the Docklands Street Conversations process
Questions

Themes

Insights Sought &
Data

Where are the
Docklands? (Drawing
on map)

-Perception
-Identity
-Geography
-Integration with city

-Sense of connection
to city
-Should the area be
distinctive or part of
the city?
-Personal connection
to the Docklands

How does this area
make you feel?

-Perception
-Emotional connection
& response to area
-Attachment
-Attraction

-How they interact with
area
-Community or lack
thereof
-Attachment to area
-Energy of area
-Successful aspects/
what works

What would you
improve in this area?

-Success/failure
-Good/bad
-Aspirations
-Future
-Facilities
-Infrastructure

-Living environment
-Getting around
-Issues/gaps

Can you tell me about
a special memory,
place or experience in
this area?

-Highlights
-Specific connection
-Attachment
-Hidden gems

-Concrete sense
of specific places,
memories, interactions
-Heartbeat of
individuals to place

To me the Docklands
are...? (Fill the space)
- To be used with
photo of participant

-Perception
-Meaning
-Success/failure
-Future
-Aspirations

-Personal connection
to place
-Key characteristics
-Connecting
responses back to a
specific
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Where?
It is essential to visit the area under consideration to select the best locations.
Choose as many different locations as feasible as there may be different views/
opinions reflected in these areas. A person outside a park may have different
opinion to someone outside a supermarket. You may also get different opinions
at different times of day. It is worthwhile asking your client for an indication of
how many locations they would like.
It is advisable to inform property owners, shop keepers, café owners etc. of
what you are doing and why. It also helps to buy water, coffee, tea within the
area to support local business. The process should not cause an obstruction to
customers and those passing by.
Occasionally you will need to conduct a conversation in or on an area that is
not public property (shopping centre, privately managed space etc.). Permission
will be needed in advance for this.

When?
The ‘When?’ is relevant to ‘Who?’ or ‘What?’ you are trying to capture. Workers,
parents, those living in the area, people passing through etc. These all change
depending on the time of day. Parents can often be engaged with outside a
school or crèche in the morning or early afternoon. The elderly/retired can
sometimes be approached outside post offices, walking dogs, usually early
daytime. Workers are best approached on lunch breaks or on their way home
from work. They will not appreciate being approached as they rush to work.
All the different age groups and demographics are best approached at different
times and will not fit your time scale unless you are very flexible, you must
work to suit them. This could entail working late nights, Saturday/Sundays.
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On-Street
Engagement

Preparation
Things to consider when preparing for on street engagement:
-Ensure permissions have been agreed
-Print handouts and visual material
-Gather materials; cameras, markers etc.
-Cardboard boxes, for use as prop/display table
-Research weather conditions for time on street
-Availability of volunteers
-Other needs (possible copyright issues, water, toilet facilities, access to
food, transport needs etc.)

“

“

The cardboard boxes are so
simple and effective, and
also accessible to the public

16
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Materials
The materials needed on the street are important and deserve informed
consideration. We used stacked cardboard boxes as a display for a number of
reasons (you may devise a more suitable means of carrying this process out).
They are:
-Cheap
-Light and can be folded for transport
-Flexible and adaptable
-Plenty of space for posters, creating a colourful display
-Attract attention
-By cutting a hole in the side, at the bottom, we can store our coats,
bags, materials etc.
-Boxes also provide a resting place for writing or drawing, if needed
-People are not used to seeing such a basic material out in public. It 		
adds to the curiosity of passers-by who are likely to approach, asking
“What’s going on?”-“What’s happening?”

Handouts
A smaller five line version of the brief can be handed to participants on an A6
sheet (See opposite page). This can be designed here or at a later stage.
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“

“

The process itself is interesting and
exciting once you get used to asking
people for their opinion. At the
beginning it’s hard to get people to talk

Being part of this process was very
interesting and also fun...Talking to
the public on a more personal level
pointed out that even small changes to
the park could make a huge difference

Comments from volunteers during our parks process
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An informal induction should be held for volunteers. The purpose is to explain
the process and carry out a dry run. There is value in the client supplying
volunteers for this process:
-Keeps the process cost down
-It helps to bring staff into a forum where they meet citizens in an
informal manner
-Volunteers will have knowledge of the commissioning department/
unit and will align this to what participants contributed
-Volunteers will hear first-hand what their department perceive are
challenges. This will enrich their work in the future

“

“

Volunteers

-They will help inform the design team on issues that may arise
-They will bring this experience back to their department
Volunteers are expected to be:
-Flexible
-Open to a challenge
-Forget grade and work equally within the team
-Flexible about scheduled breaks
-Able to really listen
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Checklist
-Conversation sheets X one and a half time the
number of responses needed.

-Sheets X 5 colours

-Maps if needed
-A3 light cardboard for respondents comment
and photo X half number of responses needed.
Map could be on back of this board
-Cameras X number of street teams

-Markers: Sharpies or equivalent

-Graphics for display

-Permissions

-Availability of volunteers

-Transport for volunteers and equipment. Are
taxis needed and if so, how are they paid for

-Availability of food and water close-by

-Toilet facilities close-by

-Who is responsible for collecting receipts and
ensuring payments are made. This should include
petty cash

-Pins for displaying conversation sheets
-Inform commissioning group of where you will
be
-Cardboard boxes (460X460X460)
-Mobile phone numbers

-A-frames for top of boxes

22
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On-Street Conversations
When you set up your visual display on street potential participants may
approach and ask what you are doing, “What is going on?” etc. Explain why
you want their involvement and who you represent. You should hand them the
five line brief at this stage. Be honest with them; it is important not to build
expectations.
During the conversation that follows try to focus on ‘positivity’ to avoid negative
conversations with little or no outcome; it can be useful to include a preamble
along the lines of “If you had all the money in the world and had to spend it here,
what would you improve?”, or “If you were Lord Mayor with lots of money to spend
here, what would you change?”. These preambles (going wide) help people to
dismiss the restrictions of first thinking of the challenge; ‘There is no money’ or
‘planning restrictions’ etc.
Children should not be interviewed, unless accompanied by parents (Refer
to DCC childcare policy). Children’s opinions are important but could be
captured through school or as part of a club activity (Garda clearance may be
needed for this).

Listening
It is important to actively listen. It is not the role of the volunteer to impart
their knowledge or expertise. Presumptions/assumptions need to be recorded as
they inform our client of challenges in the project. We need to remember the
purpose of these conversations is to harvest information.
Any involvement on the part of the facilitator, at this stage, is purely on the
basis of enabling the participant to dig deeper in the conversation. It is the
participant’s knowledge, views and opinions we are looking for and whether
the facilitator agrees/disagrees is irrelevant.
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Photos
There should be as many photos taken as possible. There are a number of
different options to consider:
-Photos of participants in conversation
-Photo of participant holding board/card with comment on it. e.g.
‘I like my park because’…and they finish the rest using heavy marker.
(A deeper understanding of the participant is captured here. While
participants will ask what to say here, it is important to encourage them
to come up with their own answer)
-Photos of interesting buildings or sites. Always be on the lookout for a
good photo opportunity
Photos will enhance your report, subsequent presentations and exhibitions.
They will say much more than words. It is desirable to use Sharpie type markers
as the writing is easier to read during the distillation period.
It is worth mentioning that photos should be taken at all stages of the process
for later use.
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Recording Conversation
Consideration should be given to how the information/conversations are
recorded (cardboard sheet/tape recorder/video/photos etc.). Consideration also
needs to be given to what is public or private information and how this may/
may-not be displayed, in line with current data protection standards.
-Side one of sheet: Name-Age-Where from, this information is private. We
collected personal information on a separate sheet and used it only to record
demographic spread. This information should be deleted afterwards.
-Side two of sheet: Sample question could include; What do you like about
this area?-How would you improve this area?-How does this area make you feel?
This sheet does not contain any personal information and was scanned and
collated for analysis. Sample quotes were extracted for publication.
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Results

Distillation & Analysis
The distillation stage is about downloading the information gathered and
placing it into a report that can be understood by readers.
Analysis should be ongoing during both the distillation and report writing
process and should be carried out by those involved in the conversations as an
understanding of the recorded comments will be necessary.
Aim of this stage is to:
-Download all comments from conversation sheet and evaluate
-Bring all answers to a specific question together in one sheet (This
can be an Excel sheet or other as suits). This includes age groups and
replies on both side of the sheets. Names are not distilled unless there
is a specific reason
-Cut and paste each panel into a word document or other form as
suits. This allows the issues to jump off the page, highlighting common
themes
-Look for commonalities across each answer. It is only advisable to focus
on the output within responses that relate to the questions posed by the
client. It is important to be specific and clear as there are innumerable
possibilities for distilling, gathering information and data from the
responses
-Each response is recorded on a chart or column allowing easy
comparison. Where responses are (exactly) the same, the number of
times each comment was made should be noted

30
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What People Said

Sample comments recorded as part of the Docklands
conversations

As you can see from the table on the opposite page, children’s facilities are most
important, followed by access to shops, better and faster transport, teenage
facilities, greenery etc.
While distilling each question it is helpful to consider interesting quotes and
sayings for inclusion in the final report or presentation. These can be identified
by placing a coloured dot in a position that allows quick identification when
you reach that stage of gathering interesting quotes. This fulfils two purposes:

Types of
Responses
More play areas / Kids
facilities

Number of
Responses
10

More shops, especially for
groceries

6

-Adds interest to the basic work of recording words and data

Bring dublinbikes here

3

-Gathers interesting quotes from a wider range of people

More for teenagers to do /
Supports

3

More greenery

3

Signposts /Maps

3

Cheaper shops & cafes

2

An ATM / Banking facilities

2

More parking at apartments

2

Dog pooh

2

More dry cleaners

1

Gym

1

More internet cafes

1

School for special needs

1

Remove parking bays

1

De-clutter

1

Markets

1

Complete Dublin District
Heating Initiative

1

More support for small
business

1

Enable walkway to end of
docks

1

You can also place a red dot to highlight quotes or common issues that reoccur.
All of this will fit into the final report.
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Report
It is important to have an overall approach to the report agreed among the
Design Team. The report should be as brief as possible and include an executive
summary. The final report should include lots of photos and/or drawings, if
possible. These help the reader as “a picture speaks a thousand words”, enriching
the words and their meaning. A draft copy should be handed to the client and
alterations agreed before final print.
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Quotes

Maps

Interesting quotes add value to any report or presentation. They often reveal
hidden traditions, a culture or identity, within a closed or tight community.

It can be useful to map results spatially. Maps were prepared to visually
represent what we heard on the street and displayed alongside the formal public
consultation of the Docklands Strategic Development Zone.

Quotes scattered throughout the report or presentation draw attention to
particular themes captured in the words of the person.
The quote below refers to a tradition in Ringsend of bringing residents who
have passed away, home to the church, just over the bridge on the Ringsend
side.

“

“

The Studio

The information gathered during the public realm conversations were broken
down by location, number of responses, sample quotes, likes and dislike, what
could be improved and the main issues raised. Responses were categorised in
relation to how people felt about the location from 1 (avoid) to 5 (happy).

Presentation

Bringing funeral
remains over the
bridge is a beautiful
thing here

36

It is useful to consider how information can be visually represented when
distilling results.

A presentation can be made to the client using whatever means agreed. It
should be no longer than 20 minutes, if possible. Occasionally a slightly longer
presentation will be necessary to relate the findings effectively.
Quotes can be used effectively here.
This presentation should be rehearsed well in advance. Trial runs can be of great
help.
A mock presentation in front of colleagues who may or may not have been
on the street conducting conversations will help tighten the presentation and
capture valuable feedback.
Final copies of the report should be distributed to the client before presentation.
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Great, convenient to town.
The people, the community,
new Docklands. It’s a
pleasure to have coffee in
Fresh /Ely. When I was young
that was a no-go area.
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In November 2012, Dublin City Council held 540 informal
I wouldn't live anywhere else
on-street conversations at several
locations
but here.
The people knowin
all the Docklands to
the
people.
The
new
compliment the formal consultation
on the North Lotts and
development is lovely but the
I like the view from
big tower by
the bridges is Ringsend,
an
Grand Canal Dock and NCI/North
Quays.
Barrow
canal-ships, birds,
eyesore.
people around,
Area has taken
Street, Pearse Street and East Wall reported most
sense of
buildings lit up at night.
a battering
community with Sean O’Casey and St. Andrews Resource
Centre seen as important local facilities.
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There were reports of anti-social behaviour relating to break-ins
in Eastwall and vandalismBarrow
in Ringsend,
while at Grand Canal
Street
Dock and North Quay, some people felt that more life on the
street and lighting are needed to address safety at night. It was
also felt that certain key services are missing; such as cheaper
supermarkets and at Grand Canal Dock, more diversity of
Change Barrow St..it’s
shops, hairdressers and dry cleaners.
When you cross the
a disaster. Can’t drive
here without a taxi in
your face

The old aspect is
attractive

The beach is my
lifeline. Nature walk I feel alive there

canal to the city, you
feel the change

Is it for office or is it
for people?

Lived here for 6
years. It’s a real
community

GR

PLANNING DRAWING OFFICE/ PROJECT/25-10-2012

A little
Village

It's ok. If you don't mess
with the locals they won't
mess with you!

My priority area, I
wouldn't move out.
City, Beaches, Dart,
Luas, Everything.

Less dog-shit.
Nightmare.
Everywhere.

It may not look it
but it’s incredibly
safe

Bringing Funeral
remains over the bridge
is a beautiful thing here.
I rented here. Then
I bought here.
Feels isolated.
No bridge to
Docklands.

Knock flats down. They
are tenements
People used to look
down on Ringsend.
Now it’s a great
place to live

Ringsend
Thorncastle Street
Outside shops
St Patrick’s Villas

Docklands Strategic Development Zone exhibition; April 2013
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Timeline
During any design process it is important to
maintain the momentum of the working team. It is
advisable that a timeline of no more than six to seven
weeks for any street conversation process should
be designated. As this process is very intensive, no
team should be expected to carry out more than
three of these processes in any one year.

DESIGN

STAGE

TASK

RESULTS

Agree Brief

Design
Process

Preparation

Induction of
Volunteers

On Street
Conversations

Distillation

Analysis

Report

Presentation

Entails two
to three
conversations
with
commissioning
group
(including
acquainting
them with the
process and
it’s outcomes/
benefits to
them)

This entails
designing
the approach
from receiving
the brief to
knowing what
you’re going
to do on the
street.

This will include
printing,
gathering
materials, props
and handouts
etc.

An informal
session for
volunteers
where the
process will be
explained and a
dry run carried
out.

This will depend
on the:

This will depend
on the number
of volunteers
and the number
of conversations

This should
happen
during
both the
distillation
and report
writing
process.

This should
happen
during
both the
distillation
and report
writing
process.

This entails
putting
together the
presentation,
rehearsal
and dry run

3x4hour
sessions

Allow various
2 hours
portions of time
over two weeks.

Allow up to five
days

Ongoing

2 weeks
3 days
depending
on the detail
needed.

TIMELINE 2-3x2 hour
Times
specified
are based
on a
working
group
of three
person
design
team and 8
volunteers.

ENGAGEMENT

meetings

Number of
participants you
need to engage
The number of
volunteers

4 to 7 days will
give you 500
conversations.
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