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Lessons
You can listen badly.

- Performative listening or actual listening, if it doesn’t 
lead to action, can lead to long term consequences.

But listening well can have immediate positive results.

- If you listen, and demonstrate that you’re listening by
taking action, the community takes notice.





Lessons
Listening that is disconnected from the communities you’re
trying to study is deeply problematic.

Listening with no action often has little purpose other than
making people feel they’re ‘in the know’.

Listening to ‘speech’ that is causing harm to communities
can cause serious impacts on those who are doing the
listening.

It was the case back in 2016-2021, and even more so
today, that these types of ‘social listening’ techniques are
increasingly only capturing the loudest voices.



In this talk, I want to convince you that
Community listening in public health is 
‘having a moment’ but is not necessarily 
in a good place.

There are key principles for community 
listening, that if rolled out consistently, 
might help restore some of the trust that 
has been lost.

If we do this right, we could connect 
initiatives in ways that would build out new 
community listening infrastructure that 
would lead to better outcomes.
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1. How do communities feel about 
the obsession with community 

listening right now?



Communities are, quite rightly, pissed.



Some hard truths



For all of our 
discussions about 
community, they are 
rarely considered, or 
treated as true partners.



There’s too much 
emphasis on magic 
dashboards, and that’s 
certainly even more 
true in an age of AI.



But when does 
listening turn into 
extractive 
surveillance?



We tend to rely on the one 
‘listening’ technique that 
has always worked. But we 
need to combine 
techniques with the 
guidance and support of 
communities.



1. Social media monitoring (X, IG, YouTube, TikTok)

2. Polling about health (KFF)

3. Bounded Social Media Places (e.g WhatsApp, FB Groups)

4. Continuous community surveys (e.g. iHeard)

5. Community-planned gatherings (e.g. public health community meetings)

6. High-touch interactions (e.g. rapid community assessments)

7. Community sentinels (e.g. Community Health Workers)

8. Internet search trackers (e.g. Google Trends, LLMs)

9. Expressed needs trackers (e.g. 2-1-1)

9 Types of Community Listening in 
Public Health



2. What are the non-negotiables 
when listening with community?



9 Key Principles when designing and implementing 
community listening initiatives
1.Listening must have a clear purpose and objective, developed in 

partnership with communities/participants.

2. Those being “listened to” must be actively involved in co-creating the 
system.

3. Listening should focus not only on needs but solutions.

4. Listening must include mechanisms to monitor both continuous and 
episodic hazards.

5. Listening efforts should avoid redundancy and duplication.



9 Key Principles when designing and implementing 
community listening initiative (Cont’d)

6. Listening efforts should be cross-disciplinary.

7. Listening efforts should prioritize interoperability.

8. Listening efforts should have stakeholder-driven feedback 
mechanisms

9. Established community listening efforts should contribute to a 
common listening system.



3. What would community-first, 
interconnected listening 
infrastructure look like?









If we had foundational, 
interconnected, 
community-led listening 
infrastructure, imagine 
what might be different….



My Challenge To You
One

If you’re currently leading a listening initiative that has no discernable 
outcome for the community itself, stop.



My Challenge To You
Two

If your community listening initiative is not connected to other initiatives, 
start thinking about ways to do that.



Some inspiration





Thank You

cw736@cornell.edu
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