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Conversation starters
or “what engages people?”

email les@enablingchange.com.au  web www.enablingchange.com.au  

Here’s a collection of buzzworthy ideas from around the world. 

HOW TO USE IT

1) Show it to your brains trust. 

2) Togther, brainstorm the engagement tactics for your next project.

Easy!
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To start with the obvious... a BBQ, a picnic,  
a garden party, anything with food in a nice place...

Anything with food
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A community dinner
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Hidden Harvest, Wollongong
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110 folks turned up in March, “with a mad 
scramble at the end for tables”. According 
to Joel Geoghegan, one of the organisers, 
it’s “90% fun and eating and 10% reality, 
with music, poetry and an expert talk on 
rabbit control techniques.”
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Youth Food Movement,  Australia
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Anything with coffee or chocolate
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Anything with marshmallows
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Anything with games
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Lucerne, Switzerland: “Lucerne Shines” recycling program
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Dots on a pavement...play happens

Scotch Hoppers, Glasgow, an experiment in 
what happens when you dot a pavement.
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or at Adelaide Airport    www.ecocreative.com.au
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Give peas a chance (Wyndham City Council)
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Anything with kids activities



Conversations
17

Anything that attracts kids, 
attracts parents
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A treasure hunt
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A scavenger hunt
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A spot of spotlighting
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Anything social

Project Platypus
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Symphony in the Sunflowers, Mackay (Simon Mattson)
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Canapes + Conversations (about food waste) 
Hidden Harvest, Wollongong
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Street parties, street takeovers

Darebin City Council’s Drive With Your 
Heart program aims to turn streets into 
loungerooms to slow traffic. 

https://www.darebin.vic.gov.au/Page/Page.aspx?Page_Id=8671

Coburg Better Block
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City of Belmont

Google “Tactical urbanism”, 
“Place making”
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Chair- 
bombing

Greater Victoria Placemaking Network
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Speed Planting 
for Singles
Plant a new plant with a 
new person every eight 
minutes and then join 
everyone for a tasty 
free lunch.

Speed dating
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Taking people for a walk, or a paddle
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Or a bicycle tour
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Some citizen science
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Unconventional 
communications
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Courtesy Erin Hall
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Let the pavement do the talking
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The Tidy Street Project, Brighton, UK,  
http://collabcubed.com/2011/11/01/the-tidy-street-project/
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Or why not let the 
beach speak for 
itself?

Let the beach do the talking
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Stickers with a point   http://candychang.com
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Guerilla stencilling    http://candychang.com
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A huge public blackboard, inviting comments 
from passers by New Orleans 
artist Candy Chang.

Public blackboards
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And in Werribee, Victoria
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Anything with chalk
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Chalking our thanks
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Important messages
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Or throw out the 
style guide
Your look can be a conversation-
starter in it’s own right if it 
strongly challenges the stereotype. 
The wackier the better!
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Northern Rivers Area Health 
Exercise program for older men 

Yarra City 
Council
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Totally Renewable Yackandandah (TRY) 
makes smart use of its logo, as a reward 
and badge of approval.

A hiviz logo
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The Pink Nose Project.  Raising the profile of women surfers, PNG.  Thanks Leigh Baker

An iconic colour
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Dumb ways to die, Metro Trains, Melbourne



Conversations
54

OK. We’re 
paying 
attention.

Anything 
involving 
nudity

World 
Naked 
Bike Ride

World Naked Gardening Day
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Anything whimsical 
or out of the 
ordinary
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[Google images: “guerilla marketing” for ideas.]
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Iceland.

Turkey.

Slowing down 
traffic.
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Hornsby Council
“A follow-up litter survey at Greenway Park recorded a 60% drop in 
total litter and an 85% drop in cigarette butts.”

Chalk Art by Zest Events International
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Northern Beaches  
Council 
- Plastic Free July

Chalk Art by  
Zest Events  
International.
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City of Sydney's beautiful 'Yuk' installation, made of 
cigaretter butts
"One of the city's top 10 Facebook posts of all time, no 
negative comments!"
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Fun street installations
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Iconic scultures

Port Macquarie

Little Tern, Hordern UK
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The Capertee 
rest stop plays 
the Regent 
Honeyeater’s call 
as you walk past

Thanks Viv Howard. 
This project was sup-
ported by Birdlife 
Australia, Central 
Tablelands Local Land 
Services and the 
National Landcare 
Program.

A soundscape!
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What could you learn from the 
Gertrude Street Projection Festival?
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Yarn bombing
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Queen Anne, Seattle

Community plant-outs

Guerilla 
gardening



Conversations
68

Creative use of 
litter bins
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Melbourne Water - A litter bin that’s also an eductional sculpture
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Creative use of bins
Lockyer Valley Regional Council
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Talking bin 
Part of a behaviour change campaign in 
Westminster, UK, the talking bin rewards those 
who do the right thing with a grateful belch or 
funny sound.

Hubbub, UK
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“Howzat!” 

These litter bins use 
celebrity voices, including 
cricketer Tufnell shouting: 
“Howzat!” 

http://www.digitalspy.co.uk/fun/
news/a342645/amanda-holden-
phil-tufnell-voice-talking-bins.
html#ixzz3VXryi0oD 



Conversations
73

World’s Deepest Bin 
A rubbish bin in Sweden has been designed to sound like the deepest bin 
in the world. When people put rubbish into the bin, it makes the sound of 
an object falling a loooong way down, ending with an echoing type ‘landing’ 
sound. 
According to the designers, the bin collected 72kg of rubbish per day, 41 kg 
more than a normal bin a short distance away.

http://www.thefuntheory.com/worlds-deepest-bin
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Who’s the 
world’s best 
soccer player? 
Opinions?

Hubbub, UK
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Humour

Take 3 for the Sea
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South Australia’s Motor Accident Commission shows how to do it.

Humour disarms even 
the most resistant 
listeners
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Denver Water’s long running ‘Use only what you need’ 
campaign is a role model.
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Crapman 
is the star 
of ZooVic’s 
Wipe for 
Wildlife 
campaign. 
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Gathering places
Where are they? Are they missing?  

Let’s create some!
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Singleton Council's Wood Smoke installation 

"We set up a lounge room scene complete with an electric operated fake log fire 
and chimney (smokemachine) to create some attention.  We approached people and 
discussed wood smoke and its impacts, and asked people to show us how they set 
their fire to minimise smoke generation.  We didn’t stop talking all day."
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or lounges...

Lounging on High,
main street consultation, 
Wodonga City
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Boroondara City Council’s Pop-up council
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PlayMo Melbourne

bean bags...milk crates
...hay bales
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PARK(ing) Day
  
A popular community event that's spreading  
(e.g. PARK(ing) Day Adelaide 2012 on Youtube).
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PARK(ing) Day, Munchen
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Better Block Project 
Volunteer efforts for rapid street changes and community revitalization.  http://betterblock.org/
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San Francisco, outdoor reading room and pop up 
library on Market St.
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When inaugurating its Quartier des Spectacles, the City of Montréal came up with 
The Museum of Possibilities — a daylong pop-up installation inviting visitors to 
share their dreams and visions for the future of the space.

City of Vancouver - The Museum of Possibilities

Break the rules of 
community consultation
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A one-minute consultation via SMS
http://localprojects.net/project/give-a-minute/
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Subway Therapy, New York
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Love letter box
Loughborough Junction, UK: ww.thehouseinthejunction.com
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Leave a leaf
‘Talk to us about trees’  
- Mitchell Shire Greening Strategy

Courtesy Amy Brand
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Framing the future
http://engagingcities.com/article/actions-public-space-framing-lafayette-park

"On a Saturday morning in late October, a couple 
friends and I hung five picture frames from trees in La-
fayette Park. 

"The frames prompt pass-
er-byers to take a closer 
look at the park and per-
haps even take a photo 
– of friends or the framed 
view – of a place with few 
“photo opps.”

"Booklets, hung just below 
the frames, say “Cheese!” 
and offer a space to com-
ment on what this green 
space might be with the 
prompt: “I imagine this park 
could be...”
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www.planningforreal.org.uk

Could it involve 
craft materials?
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Could it involve Lego?
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Could it be game-like?

Play Khayelisha, 
Cape Town
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Could it be like an auction?

EPA 
NSW
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And lastly, people always need 
someone, or something, to 
break the ice.

Icebreaker name tags.

An introducer.


