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Engaging the community in the process of financial decision making and increasing transparency 
around how the city spends money can help build community trust, increase buy-in, and even 
boost your city’s fiscal health. The historic influx of federal dollars to cities in recent years - along 
with a host of new tools and applications to help you engage, share, and report results - offers a 
great opportunity to cities looking to advance this work. This session will highlight best practices, 
benefits and challenges of increasing fiscal transparency and fiscal engagement.
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GFOA’s Financial  
Transparency Initiative

Recognizing the crucial need for government financial transpar-
ency, GFOA has undertaken a major project to make that goal 
feasible for state and local governments. We have worked to 
define what transparency means in every area of government 
finance, in a report that’s now available at gfoa.org/transpar-
ency. We also surveyed more than 400 municipal government 
organizations about their use of online platforms for financial 
transparency, resulting in two reports: a collection of case stud-
ies that highlight ways in which governments are incorporating 
financial transparency; and a summary of the survey data. 

All three reports are available at gfoa.org/transparency.

Online transparency is an evolving practice that can 
be understood in different ways. Many states and 
larger local governments have adopted open data 

initiatives, posting large datasets online for use by other gov-
ernments, non-profit organizations, private-sector firms, the 
press, and the public. Others focus on overall government 
transparency, posting documents such 
as budgets, audits, or contracts, grant-
ing online access to meetings, making 
it easier to provide comments and 
interact with government officials.

Fiscal transparency is particularly 
importation because financial resourc-
es affect all other aspects of govern-
ment administration. Financial trans-
parency is not one or more individual 
actions but a framework that encom-
passes the information a government 
shares, the actions it takes, and the cul-
ture it adopts. Its key components are:

n Sharing data that tell a story. 

n Sharing data proactively.

n Being honest and fair in the way data are shared.

n �Taking a neutral stance rather than advocating any 
position or agenda. 

n Fostering trust and financial sustainability. 

n Providing current, timely data.

n Curating data.

n Making sure data are contextually accurate. 

n Promoting accountability.

n Fostering a culture of openness.

THE PATH TO TRANSPARENCY

The most common catalyst for financial transparency is 
probably a general desire to demonstrate efficiency and 
effectiveness in government administration, and to build 
trust. Most governments want to show the public that govern-
ment is both good and the best approach to managing shared 
resources. Many governments look to online financial trans-
parency as a way to educate the public about what govern-
ment does and how it arrives at the decisions it makes. Other 
motivations include the desire to improve public service 
and accountability, and to maintain or improve professional 
ethics. Governments that concentrate on financial transpar-
ency report improved legitimacy and support, and gen-
eral improvements in their organization’s reputation. General 
public sentiment is another strong catalyst for increased 
financial transparency — after studying what people wanted, 

a number of governments found that 
online financial transparency was the 
best way to achieve it. 

The point of transparency is to make 
financial data — including revenues, 
expenses, budgets, debt, and invest-
ments, as well as strategic initiatives 
that may have financial implications 
— available in a manner that is both 
timely and relevant to users, helping 
them understand the government’s 
allocation of finance resources. 
Governments share financial data in a 

way that provides context and financial data that allow users 
to define the information they would like to discover and 
then interact with that information in different ways. In this 
way, the financial data are used to tell a story — stakeholders 
aren’t left to sort through an enormous pile of undifferenti-
ated data on their own. 

Online financial transparency can also be understood as 
the actions that help governments share fiscal information 
such as revenues and expenses in ways that allow both 

Financial transparency is 
not one or more individual 
actions but a framework  

that encompasses the 
information a government 
shares, the actions it takes, 
and the culture it adopts.
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finance professionals and average citi-
zens to use them, improving overall 
confidence and trust in government.1 
Financial data that are shared online 
can also be supported offline via tradi-
tional budget hearings, citizen engage-
ment meetings, town halls, and other 
in-person interactions. The finance 
department doesn’t always have all 
the data needed (e.g., KPIs for the 
number of roads paved), so if informa-
tion is stuck in silos, this will need to 
be addressed.  

The best way to look at online finan-
cial transparency is through the lens 
of the audience. Governments need 
to think about what an interested resi-
dent or other stakeholder would want 
— and need — to know in order to understand the organi-
zation’s financial condition, revenues, costs, budget, and 
future plans, in both the short term and long term, and let 
this understanding guide the effort. If the government doesn’t 
have this knowledge, it should seek feedback from the target 
audiences (e.g., citizens, rating agencies, media outlets). 

Many states and larger local governments have adopted 
open data initiatives that post large datasets online for use by 
other governments, non-profit organizations, private-sector 
firms, the press, and the public. Others focus on making exist-
ing documents and information available, including budgets, 
audits, and contracts. Still others have developed online por-
tals that provide a public-oriented view, including informa-
tion about government programs, their costs, and the services 
and benefits they provide, all in an easy-to-understand format 
that often includes interactive charts and graphs.  

The data elements included in an online financial trans-
parency platform and the design of the platform both have 
significant impacts on the user’s experience. They have a 
direct effect on whether the platform informs, educates, and/
or engages the users.

Communities often have existing channels of engagement 
with citizens, brokers, and other stakeholders, and engag-
ing these partners is typically the best way to learn what 
potential external users want to learn from the government’s 
transparency website. Partners can also be a great resource 

for complementary data that may be 
needed to provide context. In large 
governments, these partnerships may 
take the form of other government 
entities.

Users within the organization are 
also an important part of this effort. 
Governments should work to cultivate 
a culture of openness within the orga-
nization. This may require address-
ing the fears of some staff members 
of sharing their data throughout the 
organization and online. Even a brief, 
standard explanation about online 
financial transparency — an “elevator 
speech” — can help reduce this initial 
fear. 

TRANSPARENCY AND CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT

Governments often think of transparency as being separate 
from citizen engagement — this is reflected in the fact that 
there are many norms and standards for financial report-
ing, disclosure, and fiscal openness, but none for ways in 
which stakeholders might engage with this information. 
Public reporting requirements such as comprehensive annual 
financial reports (CAFRs), audit requirements, and debt dis-
closures are well-established components of a government’s 
responsibilities. In a GFOA survey of more than 400 municipal 
governments, 100 percent of respondents said they share their 
financial information with the public, and many of these 
entities probably don’t even think of this as financial transpar-
ency; instead, it’s probably considered a purchasing- or capi-
tal planning-related activity. And that’s true, but at its core, 
reporting is about financial transparency. The difference 
between CAFRS, etc., and the latest budget transparency plat-
form is simply the channel of communication. 

Long-term, two-way communication that propagates citizen 
engagement is a critical aspect of sustainability. The systems 
governments establish to help exchange information with the 
public allow government to educate citizens, media, rating 
agencies, and other stakeholders, while also allowing them 
to provide direct feedback to government in ways other than 
voting. Two-way communication also provides much more 
specific feedback than election results because users can 
directly identify their areas of concern or interest. When both 

Most governments want 
to show the public that 

government is both good and 
the best approach to managing 

shared resources. Many 
governments look to online 

financial transparency as a way 
to educate the public about 
what government does and 

how it arrives at the decisions 
it makes.
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long-term and two-way communica-
tion are in place, trust and confidence 
in a government and its financial stew-
ardship improve exponentially. 

Many users of transparency plat-
forms report frustration about the lack 
of context for data, which makes the 
information difficult to use and can 
even give the wrong impression. Users 
usually want to know why a govern-
ment has done specific things (e.g., 
spent at least 5 percent of its bud-
get on road construction each year). 
Transparency platforms are increas-
ingly able to provide that kind of 
context and meaning. Governments 
can curate, or specifically tailor, data 
to the interest and needs of users, 

improving the ability of transparency 
platforms to educate stakeholders. 
This can be accomplished by listening 
to the users of the governments’ plat-
forms and refining offerings (e.g., data 
sets, capital projects plans) to reflect 
users’ preferences. 

For users who aren’t accustomed 
to interpreting finance information, 
some data can appear to conflict with 
other data (e.g., cash versus the accru-
al basis of accounting). Clarity must 
be provided to avoid such misunder-
standings. Governments should also 
explain complex topics such as the 
way pensions and other postemploy-
ment benefits obligations affect the 
current year’s expenditures.   

Exhibit 1: The Connection between a Government’s Online Financial Transparency Platform 
and Its Value to Users 

Can Educate but Not Inform 
n �Written policies are located in a different place 

than the data. 

n The data provided are at a summary level only. 

n �The platform presents broad conclusions 
with no detail to back them up. 

Doesn’t Inform or Educate
n Data aren’t searchable. 

n Constraints on spending aren’t provided.

n Budget simulations aren’t available.

n The platform includes outdated data. 

n The platform includes inaccurate data.

n �Data are provided without context.

Can Inform and Educate 
n Data are searchable.

n Information about spending constraints are built in. 

n The platform provides budget simulations. 

n Data are updated in a timely manner. 

n Data are accurate.

n Context is provided. 

Can Inform but Not Educate
n �Large amounts of data are available, 

but they aren’t explained.

n There’s no context for the data.

n Constraints on spending aren’t provided.

n �Policies aren’t provided.

n �Policies are provided, but they aren’t connected 
to the line items they affect.

E
d

u
ca

te

Inform

The best way to look at 
online financial transparency 

is through the lens of the 
audience. Governments 

need to think about what 
an interested resident or 
other stakeholder would 
want — and need — to 

know in order to understand 
the organization’s financial 
condition, revenues, costs, 
budget, and future plans.
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INFORMATION AND EDUCATION

Online financial transparency is complicated, so it makes 
sense that governments sometimes want to start out by sim-
ply informing users via some limited set of financial data — 

posting the current year’s operating budget, for example. But 
while the public will find this information useful, it’s merely a 
data dump if the platform doesn’t also provide budgets for the 
past 3 to 5 years, or if the additional information is housed in 
a different place on the website. Without context, it is difficult 
to evaluate the merits of the current year’s budget, and time-
based analysis is not the only consideration. Data comparing 
the budget to actual spending throughout the year (at least 
quarterly) for the current year and prior budgets will give 
users a better understanding of the government’s resource 
allocation strategy in both approach and execution.    

There are two primary components of online financial 
transparency platforms: the platform’s ability to inform users 
and to educate them. Nearly all local governments do some 
version of informing their citizens online, but few provide the 
depth of information (i.e., detailed data) or context needed 
to truly educate users. Most fell somewhere between static, 
high-level generic information and dynamic, drillable, search-
able, up-to-date data with context embedded. Exhibit 1 illus-
trates this spectrum.   

SURVEY RESULTS

GFOA surveyed more than 400 municipal government 
organizations about their use of online platforms for financial 
transparency. The information provided below highlights 
some key takeaways.  

n �While approximately 75 percent of governments share 

their debt-related information on the Municipal Securities 
Rulemaking Board’s Electronic Municipal Market Access 

(EMMA) system, only 50 percent post debt-related info to 
their own organization’s website. This speaks to the impor-
tance of data placement. Having to go to multiple places 

for data is often a barrier, and it can even make users 
think the organization has something to hide.

Tips for Making Data Easy to Understand

To engage citizens, governments need to make their data easy 

to understand. This includes making sure the information:

n �Is Easily Digestible. Users should be able to understand 

and make use of the data, regardless of their understanding 

of government finance.

n �Can Be Translated. Data should be translatable to be of 

use when users are trying to answer a specific question.  

n �Includes Meaningful Analysis. This requires the gov-

ernment to understand what kind of information users want. 

n �Is Connected to Services. Users may not always under-

stand accounts, funds, and funding structures, but they do 

typically understand major services and services provided by 

the government. As much as possible, data should be tied 

back to major service categories. For example, data could 

be tied to a major CAFR program category such as public 

safety, economic development, or conservation.

n �Explains Policies in the Right Places. If the govern-

ment faces policy constraints, rules, earmarks, or mandates 

that limit the ways in which it can use funds, this information 

should be presented in a way that ties the constraint to the 

money. For example, if 20 percent of all general fund spend-

ing is earmarked for public safety, the government might 

embed a notice explaining the policy along with a hyperlink 

within the section of the platform that addresses public 

safety. This is clearer than a notice on the home page under 

a “policies” header. 

n �Includes Actual and Projected Data. Projections are 

educated guesses, but they can provide context about the 

government’s assumptions — what it expects will happen 

— and should therefore be included where possible. 

Many users of transparency platforms 
report frustration about the lack of 
context for data, which makes the 

information difficult to use and can even 
give the wrong impression.
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   �Additionally, most non-finance  

professionals are not even aware 

of EMMA or how to access and  

use the website. 

n �Nearly 45 percent of respondents 

do not post salary-related informa-

tion on their websites. Since 70 per-

cent of all local government costs 

are related to personnel, these data 

are important to an understanding 

of government spending. Also, of governments that do 

share salary-related data, fewer than 10 percent provide 

any contextual information. 

n �Only 20 percent of respondents reported having enough 
flexibility, accuracy, and timely data on their online 
financial transparency sites to make the platform useful 

for internal staff and elected officials; 
it’s easier to send an internal request 
form data (i.e., calling the finance 
office). 

The full listing of survey ques-
tions and responses are available at 
gfoa.org/transparency, along with 
our report detailing financial trans-
parency and a collection of case  
studies. y

Note

1. �Shayne Kavanagh, “Transparency: A Means to Improving Citizen Trust in
Government,” GFOA, 2017.

MARK MACK is a manager in GFOA’s Research and Consulting 
Center.

Tips for Improving Financial Transparency 

The following recommendations are based on GFOA’s 

transparency research. 

n �Online financial transparency platforms should be inter-

active, making use of simulations, surveys, and other 

feedback mechanisms that can enable two-way com-

munication between users and the government.  

n �Governments should encourage stakeholders to partici-

pate because this feedback helps ensure that taxpayer 

money is allocated in ways that align with the com-

munity’s needs and wishes. This can be accomplished 

by integrating online transparency with in-person inter-

views, public meetings, and other offline channels. 

n �Context is essential, but to promote ongoing engage-

ment, it has to be presented in a way that’s easily 

understood — users need additional information about 

the data to help provide meaning. For example, seeing 

the average salary of a fire chief in users’ state may help 

them contextualize the salary of their city’s fire chief.    

n �Details help tell the story.  While summary-level data is 

ideal for most users, the details behind those summary-

level conclusions will often be what provides 

 �the context.  To be effective, platforms should connect 
summary-level financial data (i.e. total capital budget for 
the year) to detailed data (i.e. capital budget for parks 
in neighborhoods where the median income is less 
than $30,000 annually).  This will provide some users a 
quick path to high-level information while giving others 
access to more granular, supporting detail. 

n �When building simulations and feedback mechanisms, 
governments should control the options that are avail-
able to users in a way that provides feedback the 
organization can use (e.g., if 20 percent of the operat-
ing budget must be spent on road construction, that 
should be built into all possible budgets within the 
simulation). 

n �Financial transparency websites should be designed as 
simply as possible. This can increase usage and users’ 
understanding of the data.

n �Financial transparency websites should be flexible. 
Given internal and external changes (e.g., social, eco-
nomic, political, demographic), a flexible format allows 
a government to adapt information like data sets or 
rules in a budget simulation to the specific needs of the 
community.

There are two primary 
components of online financial 

transparency platforms: the 
platform’s abilities to inform 
users and to educate them.
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Public Engagement and Transparency Is Key to States
and Localities Using Federal Aid to Advance Racial
Equity
JULY 5, 2022, 1:42 PM | BY IRIS HINH

As states and localities continue to decide how to use the remainder of $350 billion in flexible federal recovery funds
(FRF) from the American Rescue Plan, they should actively engage communities ― especially those hit hardest by the
COVID-19 pandemic ― and increase transparency about their spending processes and choices. Public engagement
and transparency are critical to ensuring that the funds are spent in ways that meet communities’ priorities, address
the greatest harms of the pandemic, and build an inclusive, equitable recovery. Many states and localities have been
collaborating with community organizations, gathering information on residents’ priorities, and regularly
communicating updates to the public. States and localities that have yet to begin this process should consider these
models.

States and the District of Columbia received $195 billion in flexible funds from the Rescue Plan. Local governments
received $130.2 billion ($65.1 billion to counties, $45.6 billion to larger cities, and $19.5 billion to smaller cities ― the
largest amount of one-time federal aid ever provided to local governments). States and localities have until the end of
2024 to obligate these funds and until the end of 2026 to spend them. Federal rules provide considerable flexibility to
use these funds to replace lost revenue, address the pandemic’s economic and health impacts, provide premium pay
to essential workers, and create broadband and water/sewer infrastructure. Most states and localities have already
used some of these funds  but also have a significant portion left.

Public engagement and transparency in FRF spending decisions are also key to addressing long-standing racial
inequities. Historically, people of color had limited to no power in policymaking, which allowed white lawmakers to
extend and cement racial disparities in power and wealth . Thus, states and localities must be intentional about how
they allocate their remaining FRF. Direct community feedback strengthens states’ and localities’ ability to better meet
people’s needs, especially those who have been systemically excluded and whose daily lives are shaped by these
fiscal policies.

States and localities should offer multiple avenues for civic engagement to center community priorities for FRF. In
particular, they should remove or account for obstacles to engaging in public engagement processes, including
caretaking responsibilities, language barriers, and limited technology and broadband access.

Some states, but more so cities and counties, have strengthened civic engagement and transparency through a range
of tools, including local advisory boards, community outreach campaigns, and online spending dashboards:

Establishing new processes to improve collaboration between policymakers and community leaders and residents,
such as advisory committees drawn from a broad cross-section of the public, and to diversify community input in
spending decisions.

off the charts POLICY INSIGHT
BEYOND THE NUMBERS

[1]

[2]
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Chester County, Pennsylvania, created a committee  of volunteer county employees and community residents,
representing a range of ages, gender identities, socioeconomic statuses, and geographical areas.

Cook County, Illinois, partnered with the Civic Consulting Alliance, a diverse group of community-based
organizations, and councils in underrepresented communities to shape engagement strategies  in FRF
spending.

St. Louis, Missouri, consulted with a Stimulus Advisory Board  of 25 community stakeholders from social
service agencies, disability advocates, refugee and immigrant advocates, racial equity organizations, and local
organizations.

Offering various outreach mediums creates opportunities for individuals and families to learn about FRF and to
share their priorities.

Denver, Colorado, led a community outreach campaign called RISE Together Denver , which sent 25,000 mailers
to traditionally underserved neighborhoods, set up pop-up events, put up flyers at local libraries, and launched e-
blasts through county offices and social media campaigns. Residents engaged through calling into telephone
town halls and online participation.

Durham, North Carolina, partnered with North Carolina Central University, Durham County, Neighborhood
Improvement Services, and the Equity & Inclusion Department to discuss outstanding needs, share common
goals, and generate ideas for FRF spending . Residents reviewed the spending priorities and provided feedback
on how to increase transparency moving forward.

Fresno County, California, conducted an online community outreach survey in late 2021, which was offered in
over 40 languages  with physical copies at local libraries.

Using newsletters, press releases, and online updates on FRF spending creates transparency around how
allocations can meet community needs. And for residents who want to engage in advocacy, these tools can also
inform spending of the remaining funds.

Delaware’s governor has made FRF newsletters and allocations available online .

Honolulu, Hawai’i, solicited feedback on funding priorities through a community engagement survey in early
2022 and created a dashboard  of approved funding by category.

Missouri’s governor launched a website  in 2022 with information on how nonprofit organizations and
residents can apply for grant programs funded by FRF, in addition to the state’s spending decisions.

Establishing processes to promote FRF spending in communities hit hardest, and to prioritize people most
impacted by the pandemic and long-standing inequities when allocating FRF.

King County, Washington, developed a shared vision with over 600 county employees and 100 local
organizations to create an Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan .

Los Angeles County, California, created an equity dashboard  that was developed with the county’s Anti-
Racism, Diversity, and Inclusion Initiative team to make FRF data available to everyone.

Massachusetts formed a Federal Funds Equity & Accountability Panel  to track allocations using metrics such
as economic and demographic equity. The state is also in the process of setting up a data dashboard and
community survey.

These approaches reflect the extent to which states and localities have prioritized the experiences and perspectives
of their communities. However, as they spend the remainder of the federal aid, states and localities will have many
additional opportunities to target their FRF spending decisions toward advancing racial equity and meeting
community needs ― and they should seize them.

[3]

[4]

[5]

[6]

[7]

[8]

[9]

[10]

[11]

[12]

[13]

[14]
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ABOUT THE WORD “CITIZEN”

By “citizen,” we mean people who share 
a civic identity. This is the “self” in self-
government. It also means participation in  
the creation and receipt of public goods.  
This is the “government” in self-government. 
You can read more about the meaning of 
“citizen” and its significance in the resources 
at the bottom of this page.†

RETHINKING PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

T he budget is the most important policy document that a local government produces.* 
As such, it has been recognized for decades that local governments should do 
better at engaging citizens in the budget process. The standard avenue for citizen 
engagement in the budget process is often limited to a public hearing or two, which 
typically happens after important decisions have been made and often amount to  
little more than a chance for citizens to air their grievances at a microphone. 

In this paper, we will contend that new forces have emerged that suggest local governments 
need to consider public engagement in a new light. Before we examine these forces and their 
implications, we must recognize that public engagement is the most difficult part of planning and 
budgeting. To take on a difficult problem, we first should define the problem before attempting 
to solve it. In that spirit, in this paper we will first re-examine the reasons for public engagement. 
Knowing why we do public engagement sets us up to understand how to do public engagement. 

In this paper, we will also “think like a chef and not a cook.” A cook follows a prescribed recipe 
but runs into problems when the recipe does not fit the situation. A chef, however, has deeper 
understanding and knowledge and can adapt to the situation. For that reason, the second part of 
this paper will set forth principles to help local governments design public engagement in a way 
that satisfies the purposes of public engagement. 

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT DEFINED1

The activities by which people’s concerns, 
needs, interests, and values are incorporated 
into decisions and actions on public matters 
and issues. It usually includes a combination 
of providing access to relevant information, 
gathering input, discussing and connecting, 
identifying and providing choices, and 
deliberation on major decisions. 

* Because the budget outlines resources for a community’s policy priorities.

†  Please consult kettering.org/blogs/work-citizen or, for more detail, the book Ecology of Democracy by Dr. David Matthews, available  
  at kettering.org.
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RETHINKING PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

Rethinking the Purpose of Public Engagement
A good place to start rethinking public engagement is to consider why public engagement is 
important. If we know the reasons local governments need public input, we can design public 
engagement accordingly. Traditional reasons for public engagement in planning and budgeting 
include building trust in the decision-making process, defining community priorities, improving the 
quality of outcomes, improving relationships between the public and public officials, and building 
stronger support for the resulting decisions. While these reasons are still valid, we contend they are 
incomplete. In following pages, we examine four reasons public engagement is important today, 
distinct from decades past, and the conditions that give rise to the reasons.2

(Re)Establish legitimacy of local government as an institution. In most decades after World War 
II, the legitimacy of government was taken for granted. Today, the legitimacy of government is in 
question,*  but legitimacy is needed for government to function. Many people today, especially the 
young, feel they need to disrupt institutions to be heard.

An important contributor to this loss of legitimacy is 
a loss of public trust in governing institutions. Many 
people do not believe public officials will act on behalf 
of the entire community and that the voices of low 
income, black, indigenous, and people of color will 
continue to be unheard and marginalized. For an 
increasing number of families, the American dream 
seems unattainable, with income disparities the highest 
in our recent history.3 People look to government for 
solutions that are not forthcoming. People also look to 
government to be a partner with them in recognizing 
and addressing shared community problems, and to be 
seen as a co-producer of public goods with government 

rather than a passive bystander, customer, or client. Since 2020, we have seen numerous public 
protests demanding more responsive government on topics as diverse as racial justice, COVID 
restrictions, reproductive rights, and school curriculums. These protests have become a movement 
and demand an affirmative response from local government—one that puts citizens at the center of 
public problem-solving—if our democracy is to work as it should. 

The loss of public trust is accompanied by increased divisiveness or polarization, making it difficult 
for people to bridge the divides that separate them. Yet when provided the opportunity to name 
the issues they are concerned about, frame the context of the issue, deliberate, and act together to 
address the issues, most people are willing to work through tensions and trade-offs to find common 
ground and solutions they can live with. Engaging citizens, in democratic and complementary ways, 
helps them build relationships of trust with other citizens and public officials; gain confidence in our 
governing institutions through shared work and responsibility; and become owners of the solutions 
or co-producers of public goods with government. 

Another contributor to government’s loss of legitimacy is the “information tsunami” in which 
society now finds itself: an exponentially increasing and extreme volume of available information.4 
Before, citizens had limited information about government, and that information was intermediated 
by government itself or perhaps one or two media outlets (e.g., the local paper). Today, citizens 

*According to Pew Research Center, from 1964 to 2017, American’s trust in government dropped from 77% to 18%. Around that time, 
American’s belief that the federal government serves their interest went from 64% to 21%. Though these statistics are focused on the federal 
government, we should acknowledge that: A) local government typically fares better than the federal (and state) government in these polls, 
but also B) their respective scores are often correlated, which means declining federal scores do not bode well for local government. 

In this paper we will first 
re-examine the reasons 
for public engagement. 
Knowing why we do public 
engagement sets us up 
to understand how to do 
public engagement. 
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have more information sources, like Facebook, NextDoor, and Twitter. To make matters worse, the 
incentives faced by these platforms encourage sensationalism, provoking outrage, and presenting 
users with information that confirms their preexisting beliefs.5 This is especially true of social media, 
which is the most important source of information for many people.6

As citizens have access to more sources of information,7 the authoritativeness of any sole source goes 
down and citizens can cherry-pick sources that feed them their preferred narratives. This creates a 
negative feedback loop. Sources that provide simple narratives catering to current biases get more 
attention, thus incentivizing them to do more. Sources that try to provide quality information are at a 
disadvantage because they can’t compete as well for the public’s attention. Thus, citizens become less 
certain that they can believe what government officials (or experts in general) say and government’s 
legitimacy comes into question.

This is not the only way the information tsunami brings legitimacy into question. The missteps of local 
government are laid bare as never before. Some missteps may be exaggerated (or fabricated) and 
others are real, but either way it creates a gap between the perceived performance of government 
and government’s claims of competence. The problem is not that the people who make up the 
institutions of local government are corrupt or incompetent, but the issues local government must 
deal with often are complex, and institutions’ ability to deal with them are finite. This leads to our next 
purpose for public engagement:

Align public expectations with what government can realistically accomplish. It has become 
a truism among public managers that the public expects more from the government than they 
are willing to pay for. Though there is scant research on the public’s expectations versus reality. 
Survey results from Polco suggest that public managers’ observations may be accurate. A majority 
(around 75%) of residents across American cities report that the quality of services from their local 
government is “good” or “excellent.” Yet the same respondents also rate the value of services for the 
taxes paid to the local government poorly—a “49” on a 0 to 100 scale, where 100 is “excellent” and 0 
is “poor.”* This may imply that although day-to-day services are satisfactory, citizens are looking for 
more from their government than they are getting.8 

* Polco’s 100-point scale is designed to mimic a traditional letter-grading scale were 90 to 100 would be very good, 80 to 89 good, etc.
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Part of the problem is that the rhetoric of democratic politics has become misaligned with what local 
governments can achieve. Failure occurs when the public’s expectations and government’s claims 
of what it can accomplish diverge from reality. Elections often incentivize attacks on current office 
holders (blaming them for problems) or big promises of how new candidates will solve problems (which 
rarely come to pass)—both of which tend to undermine faith in government. This divergence between 
public expectations of government and government’s capabilities is a potential problem for all local 
governments, even if it is a matter of the public expecting flawless street conditions in exchange for 
minimal taxes. 

Many times, the issue the public is concerned about is more complex than street conditions. In the Polco 
survey, respondents were most critical of housing and economic opportunities. Complex problems 
like this do not have tidy technical solutions and are impossible to solve to everyone’s satisfaction.9 
Compromises, trade-offs, and continuous management of the issue are the only resolution. For 
example, a shortage of affordable housing requires greater density of housing to address. However, 
the success of NIMBYism* shows that there is no shortage of people who prefer lower density, at least 
in their neighborhood. Thus, if government is expected to “solve” issues like affordable housing, then 
government will be put in a position of almost certain failure. The result of failure is to further sap local 
government’s legitimacy. 

As an illustration of expectations versus reality in local government planning and budgeting, let’s 
consider the “equity” movement in budgeting. GFOA has written extensively about the importance of 
considering equity in budgeting as one of the elements of fairness in budgeting.10 However, the rhetoric 
around equity in budgeting sometimes goes beyond what government can do. For example, the stated 
aims of budgeting in equity sometimes imply that equal outcomes for members of the public should be 
a goal.** One can question whether local government has the ability (or the writ) to achieve this goal, 
especially when a citizen’s own agency has an important impact on the extent to which they achieve the 
outcome in question, and where government intervention may be seen as overreach into private affairs.

Get Feedback From a Fractured Public. In the heyday of the traditional budget, the 1960s, society was 
far more conformist than it is today. Society has been becoming steadily more individualistic since then.11 
Add to that the information tsunami that encourages further and faster fragmenting of the public into 
groups that cohere (usually temporarily) around some issue of shared interest.

This means there is no single “public” that government can get feedback from. The “public” that 
engages in local issues (the people who attend city council meetings, participate online, and email 
council members and staff) is comprised of self-selected individuals who have an interest in that issue. 
These people are not representative of most citizens. Many citizens may not feel they have a stake in 
the issue at hand or may be content with the status quo. Others may not have access to the decision-
making process. Government cannot make decisions based on the voices of those who show up and 
who are not representative of the interests of the larger community. So, what is the purpose of public 
engagement?

First is to hear from people with a stake in the issue at hand. These people may be represented by an 
interest group. However, in other cases, they may not. Low-income people or members of marginalized 
communities may not have the resources to organize, the time to attend public meetings, or feel 
welcome. Hearing from people with a stake helps government understand those with the most to lose 

* NIMBY stands for “Not in My Backyard.”

** For example, in a 2020 campaign video, Kamala Harris said, “equitable treatment means we all end up in the same place” along with 
a cartoon illustrating her point. Though she was not referring to local government budgeting, it is a well-publicized example of a view of 
equity that sometimes shows up in local government budgeting. We can also observe the popular equity cartoon that shows people looking 
over the fence at a baseball game, where equity is defined as everyone seeing over the fence (the desired outcome). You can see more 
research about how people of differing political beliefs tend to define fairness and equity at gfoa.org/fairness.
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(or gain) from the outcome of a decision. Minimizing losses and figuring out how to make as many 
people as possible better off is essential to maximizing the total benefit for the community. This may 
help defuse potential conflict among those for whom the stakes are highest.12 In many cases, the 
people with the most to lose are historically marginalized populations. This is because these groups, 
by definition, do not have resources at their disposal or access to the policymaking process. Even 
a loss that is not so large in most people’s estimation could hurt a marginalized group because it is 
relatively large compared to the resources they have.

A second purpose is to bolster government’s legitimacy in the eyes of the public that is most impacted 
by the issue. Legitimacy is the government’s ability to justify its decisions with diverse stakeholders. 
Legitimacy is important to engage the public in co-creating solutions that government authority can 
help enact. Conventional public engagement, like the public hearing, often delegitimizes government 

because people do not feel heard, do not understand 
how decisions are made, and get the impression that 
government officials are not interested in public opinion. 
We will see later in this paper that public engagement can 
be used to find common ground and heal some of the 
fracturing the public has experienced.

Finally, public engagement cuts across different 
perspectives on democracy. Public engagement may 
support “direct democracy,” or giving the public the power 
to make decisions. In this case, the representativeness 

of the participants would be critical. However, public engagement is often one part of a broader 
planning/budgeting process that helps inform the decision-making of elected officials. This supports 
a “representative” form of democracy. Some elected officials see themselves as delegates (voting 
in a way that represents their constituents’ preferences) and others more as trustees (voting what 
they think is best). Public engagement can inform both types of electeds by providing a clearer 
sense of constituents’ preferences (while helping refine those preferences) or by helping the elected 
think through the issue and make wiser decisions. Even in a process that supports representative 
democracy, it would be ideal if the participants are a cross-section of the entire community. In any 
event, high-quality public engagement will provide better information than the common alternatives, 
like traditional public hearings, closed-door meetings with interest groups, social media trends, etc. 

Provide an alternative to the politics of cynicism. A public fractured into temporary and shifting 
interest groups cannot provide sustained, coherent solutions to the issues that people are concerned 
about, especially when issues are complex, where no perfect or permanent solution is possible. On 
top of this is the questioned legitimacy of government—the institution that might have the authority to 
provide or at least coordinate a solution. So if the public can’t provide a solution, and the delegitimized 
government can’t either, then opposition to the status quo provides a message that a group can 
cohere around. This “politics of cynicism” lacks unifying ideas, programs, or plans for a solution. 
In fact, when one is proposed from within the opposition group, the group tends to lose cohesion 
because the members of the group must confront the complexities required to solve the problem that 
originally brought the group together. 

High-quality public engagement must provide an alternative to the politics of cynicism, channeling 
citizen interest into constructive dialogue and a search for solutions. 

Hearing from people with 
a stake helps government 
understand those with the 
most to lose (or gain) from 
the outcome of a decision.
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PRINCIPLE 1

Quality Over Quantity: More Public Engagement  
is Not Always Better

Though there are cases where the public is not engaged in budgeting often enough, this principle 
cautions us against swinging the pendulum to the other extreme of over-engagement. There are 
reasons to be just as cautious about over-engagement as under-engagement. For one, low-quality 
public engagement can do more harm than good. In fact, one study suggested that attending a 
typical public meeting was associated with 
a lower sense of efficacy and belonging 
to the community!14 High-quality public 
engagement will cost time and money, so if a 
high volume of public engagement will come 
at the expense of quality, then it might be 
better to have low volume but higher quality.15 
Also, the public is already overwhelmed with 
information, so the goal should not be to add 
to the information tsunami but rather to cut 
through it. That will require a sharp design, 
which our other principles will speak to.

But before designing public engagement, a local government needs to find the issues where public 
engagement has the best chance to be effective. Here are some features of issues that may be ripe 
for productive public engagement:

There is time and space in the decision-making process for the public’s input to influence 
the government’s direction. If the issue has already been “decided,” engagement will be less 
effective and may frustrate participants. For example, the traditional budget hearing takes place 
at the end of the budget process after most (if not all) important decisions have been made. 
Public engagement could happen before the budget process, to learn what issues the public 
feels are most important. The budget can then direct resources to address those issues.

Issues are primarily defined by tensions between positive values, such as freedom, safety, and 
equality. People on all sides of the issue want the best for the community even if their definitions 
of what is “best” are different.

All major stakeholders realize that the status quo of the issue under discussion is not sustainable.  
This could be, for example, the budget itself, where there are big and persistent deficits, or there 
could be some community concern (public health, safety, etc.). 

The commitment and action of multiple groups is necessary to make progress on the issue.

There is a “middle ground” on the issue, and people could be brought over to it. In contrast, 
highly polarized issues that have devolved in stark win-lose terms will have less potential.

Different stakeholders may misunderstand how others perceive the issue but are open to having 
a good-faith conversation with people on the “other side.”

	 Resources exist to support the decisions that come out of public engagement.

These criteria have critical implications for engaging the public in planning and budgeting. 
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First, picking the right issue is the indispensable starting point for productive public engagement. 

Second, the “right issue” may not be the entire budget! Local governments have limited resources 
for public engagement, so rather than trying to engage the public on the entire budget, it may be 
better to pick a specific topic that is of interest to the community. For example, one of the authors 
of this paper was an assistant city manager for a small town, where trees were an important part 
of community’s character. Hence, the public was engaged in a conversation about how to assess 
the stock of trees in the community. This led to funding in the next budget for a special project to 
inventory the trees in the community and their health. The budget in the year after that created 
funding for ongoing assistance from an arborist to maintain trees in public rights of way. Of course, 
local governments can engage the public in conversation about the wider budget, but it is not 
required for productive public engagement. 

Third is to know the goal of engaging the public. The goal can range from informing the public of a 
decision that has already been made to empowering the public to make the decision themselves.16 
Most public engagement in public finance will be in the middle of these two, where the public’s 
involvement is used to help make the decision but is not the final word.* Knowing the goal is 
important for a couple of reasons. It sets expectations for all stakeholders, including elected officials, 
staff, and citizens. It also informs the design of the engagement. For instance, if the goal is to inform, 
then the design should avoid giving participants the impression that they are decision-makers. If 
the goal is to engage citizens in the decision-making, the design must allow them to participate 
effectively but also make clear to citizens what role their participation plays in getting to the final 
decision. Many design principles in this paper speak to how to engage citizens in decision-making.

The fourth implication is if the issues at hand are not a good fit with engagement, or if you do not 
have the institutional capacity for public engagement, you might be better off not doing public 
engagement. You need the institutional capacity to see successful public engagement through.  
We will turn our attention to that next.

QUESTIONS AND CONVERSATION STARTERS

What issues could most benefit from public engagement in your community? 

How do you know that these issues are the ones that could most benefit? Has the public given 
you clues on what those issues might be?

How broad should the topic of public engagement be? Should you focus on a narrow issue of 
particular interest to the community, or do you want to engage the public in a larger discussion 
about the budget? 

Should you do public engagement at all? If the issue is not a good fit for public engagement or 
you do not have the time/resources to do it well, you may be better off not doing it.

RETHINKING PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT
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PRINCIPLE 2

Build or Bolster the Institutions to 
Support Public Engagement

High-quality democratic decisions depend on high-quality democratic institutions. Further, lasting 
democratic legitimacy does not come from charismatic leaders; it comes from institutions. Thus, 
local government must invest in institutions that can support high-quality public engagement, 
which requires more resources but is likely to arrive at better, more widely supported decisions. 
This will be more efficient overall, considering that quick but poor decisions can be costly over time. 

That said, building the institutional capacity  
for better public engagement in the budget 
office may be difficult for many local 
governments. Public engagement requires 
specialized skills that might not match the 
skills and interests of existing staff, and 
the resources may not exist to create a 
permanent, new capacity in the budget office. 

So how might this capacity be created? The 
budget office could work more closely with 
other elements within local government that 
do have capacity for public engagement. Some public information or communication departments 
are growing beyond the traditional public relations role to support high-quality public engagement. 
For example, in the City of Mississauga and the City of Burlington, both in Ontario, the public 
information office plays a lead role in public engagement around the budget. Other municipalities, 
such as Larimer County and the City of Longmont in northern Colorado, have developed internal 
facilitation teams. Employees across multiple departments dedicate time outside their normal 
duties to build their skills through dedicated trainings. When a department needs help, they can call 
on that internal group for assistance. 

An institution does not have to rely on its employees. Examples of outside resources include 
universities, community foundations, philanthropic groups, other local governments, and civic 
organizations. For example, a contract with a local consultant or university could provide as-needed 
support for public engagement. Relying on outside consultants can be costly, but the cost of no 
engagement or low-quality engagement can be even more significant overall. An alternative could 
be using citizen leadership academies, which have traditionally prepared citizens to work on boards 
and committees. Those academies could train citizens to volunteer as facilitators. 

Let’s move to the next principle, which starts to answer a natural next question: What can local 
government do with this institutional capacity for high-quality public engagement?

QUESTIONS AND CONVERSATION STARTERS

How will you institutionalize the capacity for high-quality public engagement? Will it be 
found inside your organization, or will you partner with an outside provider? If it will be 
inside your organization, will it be in the budget department or in another department, like 
public information, or decentralized among many departments? Will public engagement be 
sponsored by a ranking elected official or by an appointed official?

RETHINKING PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT
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PRINCIPLE 3

Think of Public Engagement as the Improved 
Capacity for Sense-Making

The “information tsunami” we described earlier challenges our ability to make sense of the world around 
us. Public engagement supports government in transforming the noise that occurs about local issues 
into a more useful form. Conventional engagement—such as surveys that lack rigor,17 one-at-a-time-at-
the-microphone, emails to elected officials, and social media posts—serve to collect individual opinions 
and preferences. But such data is limited in terms of perspective, questionable in terms of accuracy, 
and lacking in terms of recognizing inherent tensions and trade-offs. Too often, people are talking past 
each other, focusing on different aspects of the issue or different underlying values. As a result, simple 
“magic bullet” solutions or blame game dominates, and processes are unable to tap into the best of 
human nature: our creativity in addressing complex challenges. Quality engagement must first process 
and filter raw public data into quality information that allows the public to engage with it productively 
and deliberatively. Formats like “issue guides” walk the reader through the nuances of an issue and 
the choices the community is faced with (without leading them to a conclusion). The goal is to avoid 
the shortcuts and spark our best thinking. This art of framing for deliberation, rather than framing for 
persuasion,18 is a skill local governments must develop capacity to support quality public engagement. 
Think of the institution of public engagement as a “weather station” that provides feedback on the 
prevailing winds of public opinion, as opposed to the thumb-in-air of relying on public hearings, social 
media, etc. In the end, communities need processes that can turn raw data and opinion into quality 
information and questions, then, through authentic engagement and discussion, into usable knowledge 
and mutual understanding, which can lead to wisdom, high-quality decisions, and collaborative action. 
This is the essence of public engagement as sense-making, as shown in Exhibit 1.

RETHINKING PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

EXHIBIT 1  |  PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT AS SENSE-MAKING

Sense-making is not only good for government. Public engagement as sense-making helps the public 
make sense of what local government does and can do. It can help the public better understand local 
government’s capabilities and limits. It can help create a shared sense of reality between the public and 
public officials. This happens by bringing them into the decision-making process and face-to-face with 
the complexities and hard trade-offs at hand.

Data Information Knowledge
Understanding 
and Wisdom

Provide 
opportunities 
for voice and 
public input

High quality information 
forms a common  

point of reference for 
all participants

Spark collaborative 
learning and prepare 
to differentiate good 
and weak arguments

Build mutual understanding 
and respect. Build capacity for 
collaboration and co-creation
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So, what are the methods governments can use for sense-making? Many conventional engagement 
processes—such as surveys, citizen comment, and open houses—are focused on gathering opinion and 
“input.” That raw data is necessary, but it’s only the beginning. “Deliberative engagement” methods 
are critical for moving raw data down the line toward wisdom.19 Such processes focus on interaction 
and rely on key components, such as high-quality background information, that help participants 
engage issues with more nuance, small group 
discussion, clear ground rules for conversation, 
diverse participants, capable facilitators and, 
perhaps, trusted third parties* who can help 
bridge trust between citizens and government.

As research on social psychology demonstrates, 
humans are not wired to interact with opposing 
views on difficult issues, so building capacity in 
these components is critical to transform our 
polarization-ready brains, at least temporarily, 
into ones willing to deliberate.20 The information 
coming out of deliberative forums is different 
than that coming out of a survey or one-at-a-
time-at-the-microphone. It is data that shows how people engage each other, how they work through 
tough issues, and which trade-offs they are willing or unwilling to accept. Most important, quality 
deliberative processes can often spark human creativity since participants cannot rely on simple 
solutions or the blame game and thus often develop new ways to address their shared problems. 

This is not to imply that local government should be a windsock and go with whatever the prevailing 
winds are or to imply that citizens should accept local government as is and give up hope that it 
can address difficult problems. High-quality public engagement also works to refine public opinion 
by helping citizens understand the complexities at work and how those might be addressed. The 
deliberative process works to bring together public opinion with expert knowledge, tapping into the 
best of each while working to avoid either of them dominating too much. We take this up more in our 
next section. 

QUESTIONS AND CONVERSATION STARTERS

What issues in your community might be in most need of higher quality sense-making?

In the progression from data to information to knowledge to wisdom, where might you need 
the most work?

* Who this trusted third party is will depend on the community but could be a minister/clergy member, school principal, etc.
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PRINCIPLE 4

Help the Public Engage 
With Complexity

Many of the community challenges that inspire the passion of citizens are complex problems. Complex 
problems are distinct from problems that are merely complicated. A jet engine is complicated. It is 
not easy to understand a jet engine; but once you do understand it, you can make changes and get 
predictable results, like fixing a broken engine. A system like the economy is complex. There are many 
moving parts, with unpredictable results arising from the interactions of those parts. You cannot 
“fix” complex problems. Rather, when it comes to the complex problems local government and the 
public engage with, it is best to recognize the possible trade-offs, the competing values underlying 
those trade-offs, and then negotiate the resulting tensions.21 Examples of complex problems local 
governments contend with include public safety, drug use, education, public health, and more.

Complex problems pose a challenge to public engagement. Because they defy easy answers, they 
contribute to the politics of cynicism. In the absence of a clear solution, those interested in the problem 
cohere around being against the status quo and look for people to blame for the status quo (often 
public officials). This can lead public officials to perceive the public as unreasonable and, hence, 
impossible to productively engage with. Though the public is not inherently unreasonable, they can 
adopt unreasonable views in the context of a complex problem. 

There is a lot that local government can do to help the public engage with complexity, recognize the 
nuances of problems, and get past us (the public) versus them (public officials). One strategy is to 
engage the public in defining the problem. People often want to jump to solutions, but that often results 
in solutions that treat symptoms and ignore root causes. The GFOA paper “Defining the Problem: The 
Missing Piece to Local Government Planning” describes a method called “Turn the Curve planning” that 
can be used to engage stakeholders in defining the problem.22

Another technique, with broader application than Turn the Curve planning, is “deliberative community 
forums.” These forums discover what people think about an issue after they have engaged with multiple, 
alternative viewpoints. The forums provide the resources citizens need to develop an opinion informed 
by relevant facts, expert information, and an understanding of how issues and policies affect others in 
their community.23 The steps of a deliberative community forum include:

1. Choose the issue the forum will address and recruit a diverse group of participants. Participants
should include people who are impacted by the issue and changes that may occur in the community
as a result of addressing the issue as well as those who may be part of the changes. Efforts should
be made to engage those who may not normally engage or be included, which can require added
resources or special planning. Engaging a group of people with diverse perspectives helps make
sense of the issue by describing it fully and putting it in context.24 Strategies to help engage a diverse
group include holding the public engagement event near to where people live and in a space they
are comfortable with, and providing childcare services, travel assistance, or translation services when
necessary.

2. Efforts should focus on gathering a clear sense of the issue from the public and content experts,
often resulting in a discussion guide or backgrounder that can be used for others to engage with
and refine. The diverse views and perspectives held by the public can be gathered from conventional
sources such as surveys, citizen comments, and communications to elected officials or staff. Those
perspectives are filtered and combined with subject matter expertise to create substantive materials
for the public to engage with around the issue that is the subject of the forum. These materials could
include a background set of facts but should not be limited to that. The materials need to frame
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values and trade-offs in play and lay out key questions for participants to engage. These discussion 
guides or backgrounders provide a baseline of information. They also lay out the tough choices and 
trade-offs inherent to the issue. They make it clear that there is no magic bullet to solve the issue, 
setting the public up well for the robust conversation that is warranted. These materials are designed 
to help overcome the human tendency toward simple solutions and the avoidance of tensions. 

3. Participants engage in small group discussions facilitated by trained moderators and guided by
the material produced in step 2. Small groups work together to not only identify what actions they
prefer or would reject (and what trade-offs they are willing or unwilling to accept) but also to improve
the background document. The background document becomes a shared project that is improved
through each engagement. Participants highlight what they liked, what they want to push back on,
and what is missing. Organizers work to refine the document between events.

4. 	Insights gathered from the public discussions can be filtered back through subject matter experts
in a variety of ways to check for misinformation and explore new possibilities. One way is to have
experts on hand and have them engage participants’ questions during the event. This could include
government staff but could also involve outside experts. Another way is to engage experts afterward
to respond to what was learned from the public process. Over time, a cycle of engaging experts and
the public, either together or later, continues. That interaction is used to improve the background
document and sharpen the decision-making at the public or council level.25 It is critical that expert
views do not dominate the event. This includes explicitly (experts talking too much) but also includes
implicitly (creating a presence that might inhibit conversation). For example, too many staff members
who are set apart from the participants by uniforms or other markings of their expert status, or
seating experts on a raised platform can impede conversation.

5. Deliberative processes are designed to lead to action, but such action may take many forms.
The actions coming out of a deliberative process may involve official decisions by a decision-
making body, but they also may require actions by individuals or groups in the community. New
organizations may form, or existing organizations may adapt how they approach the issue. Ideally,
collaborations form across public, private, and nonprofit sectors to address the issue. Such actions,
however, should not be the conclusion of a deliberative process. Actions may change the dynamics of
an issue, hopefully improving how tensions are negotiated and the community’s values are honored,
but rarely are problems solved in the sense that the problem is no longer an issue. The conversation
is ongoing, interrupted by new actions and ideas that change its dynamics. Exhibit 2 represents this
process as the cycle of deliberative practice.

RETHINKING PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

EXHIBIT 2  |  THE CYCLE OF DELIBERATIVE PRACTICE

Topic selection 
& recruitment

Small group 
discussions

Analysis and 
refinement

Naming & framing 
for engagementAction
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The City of Pittsburgh used deliberative community forums to engage citizens in planning for 
the capital budget. The forum took place after the mayor had announced the priorities for his 
administration but before the city departments made funding requests. The goal of the forum 
was to help refine the city’s priorities and provide departments with more citizen perspectives 
that could help them develop their funding requests. You can read more about the process used 
by Pittsburgh in A Handbook for Deliberative Community Forums. The exit survey for the forum 
showed that most participants agreed that the forum achieved the points listed below. Notice the 
connection with the new purposes and principles for public engagement that we described earlier:

Gave participants an understanding of the issues involved when developing the city’s capital 
budget (align public expectations with what government can realistically accomplish)

Caused participants to consider points of view that they had not previously considered 
(engage with complexity)

Made participants feel as though their voice had been heard by the city (establish legitimacy as 
an institution)

Made participants more likely to engage in making their neighborhood stronger (see our 
Principle 6, revitalize “responsibilities” that go along with “rights”)

Using techniques like Turn the Curve planning or deliberative community forums build the 
institutional capacity to deal with complex problems on an ongoing basis. However, these 
benefits come at the cost of time and effort for organizers and participants. Thus, we must 
remind ourselves of Principle 1: Local governments must pick opportunities to use these methods 
judiciously yet also use them often enough to retain institutional capacity. Like athletic ability, this 
institutional capacity is “use or lose it.” It is not “in case of emergency, break glass.”

Finally, a point about how not to engage with complexity: Avoid the temptation to oversimplify 
complex situations. Oversimplification usually involves fitting complex problems into categories.26 
The most potentially damaging is making a binary choice out of a complex problem, like might 
be the case in a referendum. This forces people to pick a side and discourages investigating the 
nuances of complex problems. Similarly, highlighting or emphasizing people’s group membership 
risks, inviting an “us versus them” mentality. This is because it activates a person’s identity as 
a member of a group that has a position or stake in the issue. Instead, try to activate a shared 
identity of being part of a larger group that is jointly seeking solutions to a shared problem. As an 
example, research suggests that when public safety executives (e.g., a fire or police chief) come to 
a budgeting meeting in their uniform, their identity as a police officer or a firefighter is activated. 
This makes them more likely to push for decisions that benefit their department. Conversely, if 
they come dressed in civilian clothing, like everyone else, it activates their identity as a member of 
the broader local government, which encourages decisions that benefit that group.27

QUESTIONS AND CONVERSATION STARTERS

What are the complex issues in your community that inspire public passion? 

Can you engage the public with Turn the Curve or deliberative community forums? 

What outside organizations could help you convene such an event and add to the credibility 
of the proceedings?

RETHINKING PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT
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1. Purpose of the Communication & Community Outreach Plan

This Communication and Outreach Plan (CPOP) describes communications, public outreach, and 

community engagement during the first cycle of the Participatory Budgeting Initiative.  

It is the vision and intent of Budget and Management Services and the Participatory Budgeting Steering 

Committee (SC), through this CPOP, to create a proactive and responsive communications and community 

outreach approach that builds trust and credibility for the initiative by engaging with a variety of 

stakeholders and residents to participate in the PB process. Building trust and credibility will require a 

thoughtful, inclusive, and authentic public outreach program that engages with the community’s 

numerous and diverse stakeholders and residents early and consistently throughout the 2-year cycle.  

1.1 Guiding Values 

Communication efforts will be aligned with the Steering Committee’s public participation goals, which the 

CPOP will follow as guiding principles. 

 Inclusion

 Correcting Harm

 Empowerment

 Community Building

 Transparency

1.2 Refined Principles 

To further distill these values, the CPOP focuses on the following three refined principles: 

 Equity is working to correct past harm and committing resources to places of greater need.

Equity is not the same as fairness. In order to implement equity, there will need to be an

assessment of need and representation.

 Trust is the belief in the reliability, truth, and ability to communicate open and honestly about

interests and needs both internally and externally.

 Transparency is a practice that involves timely and effective communication that is adapted to a

wide and diverse audience and accurate sharing of intentional information in an accessible way

that promotes accountability.

 Community Benefit improves access to services or activities that improve well-being, and/or
increases the impact and reach of existing programs and services.
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2. Goals

 Projects that serve the most marginalized communities

 Build greater equity

 Engage more diverse populations

 Increase overall engagement
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3. Communication Team Roles & Responsibilities

This section describes the Communication & Outreach Team’s processes to manage, respond to, and 

monitor all communication, media relations, public involvement, and community outreach on the 

initiative. 

Table 3-1 provides an organization chart for staff dedicated to communication during the PB process. 

Table 3-1: Communication & Outreach Team Organization Chart 

COMM TEAM Position Role 

Communications & 

Outreach Manager 

Budget 

Engagement 

Manager 

The Communications & Outreach Manager is responsible for 

overseeing the communication strategy, staffing, materials 

development, and the quality control (QC) process. The 

Communications & Outreach Manager collaborates with the 

Communications Lead to ensure the communication strategy aligns 

with the guiding values and refined principles set by the SC. 

Communications and 

Outreach Lead  

Budget 

Engagement 

Coordinator 

The Communications and Outreach Lead provides strategy and 

support for the initiative’s Internal Communications, Public 

Outreach, and Community Engagement staff along with the City of 

Durham public affairs team. The Communications Lead manages the 

production of materials within the team and reports to the 

Communications & Outreach Manager. The Communications Lead 

participates in weekly coordination meeting and coordinates 

regularly with the City of Durham Public Affairs Staff. 

Communications and 

Outreach Support 

Community 

Outreach 

Worker(s) 

The Communications & Outreach Support staff assist the 

Communications & Outreach Lead. 

Graphics Support (New I-team 

person and 

Corporate 

Budget Analyst) 

The Graphics Support staff is comprised of graphic artists supporting 

the production of communications materials under the direction of 

the Communications Lead. 

Initiative Director Budget and 

Management 

Services 

Director 

The Initiative Manager is responsible for overall Team integration, 

and oversight. The Initiative Director coordinates with the 

Communications Manager and Communications Lead on the 

production and approval of communications materials. 

FISCAL TRANSPARENCY | 33



Communications and Outreach Plan

Participatory Budgeting Initiative |October 2018 | A-3-3 

Strategies for Communication & Outreach Plan 

The Communication & Outreach Team will employ strategies to enhance the outreach and engagement 

program and process so all members of the community have an opportunity to participate in the initiative. 

Outreach will be inclusive of all populations, including underserved populations, such as LEP, minority and 

low-income, and any others who may be identified as the initiative progresses. The Communication & 

Outreach Team will attempt to engage and involve these populations by identifying neighborhoods and 

communities within the City of Durham and Durham Public Schools and determining the most effective 

means for outreach to them to provide information and encourage their involvement.  

The communication tools and techniques highlighted in this CPOP will comply with federal, state, and 

local requirements as listed below.  

 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) – Accessibility will be a priority for both physically

accessible meeting locations and virtually accessible information available online.

 Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 – The City of Durham, as an agency, complies with the rules

and regulations of Title VI, including that “no person shall on the ground of race, color, and

national origin be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to

discrimination under any program or activity receiving federal funds.”

 Limited English Proficiency – When a need is anticipated or a request is received for translation

or interpretation services, public information, engagement materials, and meeting notices in the

appropriate language(s) will be made available and/or interpretation services will be provided.

Budget & Management Services will proactively provide dual-language materials and

interpretation services when possible.

 Underserved Populations – The Communication & Outreach Team will share information with

and encourage participation from minority and low-income populations, particularly those that

are not currently engaged in local government processes. The Communications & Outreach Team

will also consider opportunities for engaging with other potentially underserved populations, such

as members of refugee and undocumented alien populations.
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Communication Methods and Tools 

The Communication & Outreach Team will create and use a variety of informational tools and materials 

to assist with communications and public engagement efforts related to the initiative and the various 

components of the PB process. Tools will be developed for in-person and online use. The tools listed in 

this section will be developed for the widest possible audience to enable their use for a variety of focuses 

(e.g., public outreach, community engagement, government affairs, etc.). Recognizing that this CPOP is 

dynamic, other tools and materials not described below may be developed if circumstances suggest they 

would enhance outreach effectiveness. 

3.1 Community Engagement 

Community engagement and outreach methods focus on the coordination of strategic education and 
awareness building with residents, community groups and schools in Durham who may have an interest 
in the initiative but who aren’t yet involved in the public processes associated with it, either because they 
lack knowledge about the initiative or don’t know how to become involved in the public processes 
associated with the initiative.  

Community engagement also includes strategic education of groups or individuals who support, promote, 

or engage in the initiative or express interest in doing so. This can take place through any of the following 

measures: dissemination of information to other groups or individuals; engagement with mass media, 

social media or other mass-communication methods and interactive participation through in-person 

outreach. The Communications & Outreach Lead will be responsible for executing the tools in this section 

with support and direction from other members of the Communication & Outreach Team. 

3.1.1 Community Engagement Tools 

Community engagement tools encompass the foundational tools needed for communication. These tools 

reach the widest audience and will be used across all stakeholder groups. 

 Website: Participatory Budgeting Staff has established a website which serves as an online

information center for stakeholders by providing an overview of the initiative, process timeline,

upcoming events, news, and a contact form for stakeholders to reach the Participatory Budgeting

Staff. The Communication & Outreach Lead will provide regular content updates.

 Collateral (fact sheets, brochures, presentations, etc.): Factual and up-to-date materials will be

handed out at community events, public meetings, City of Durham partner or employee meetings,

and other informative events. The Communications & Outreach Lead will be responsible for 

coordinating the creation of these materials and keeping them up-to-date.

 Social Media: Social media will be used to enhance communications as a platform for two-way

communication and timely updates on a daily and weekly basis. The Communications & Outreach

Lead, with support from the Outreach workers, will maintain Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram

posts to facilitate strategic advertising of online idea collection, events, voting, and other

opportunities for community engagement. The social media strategy developed for the initiative

is outlined in Appendix B.
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 Quarterly Advertising Campaign: As a direct effort to engage uninvolved residents and

stakeholders, quarterly advertising will be a cornerstone of producing high turnout and high

engagement during idea collection and voting. The Office of Public Affairs will assist and provide

input on the quarterly advertising campaign with concern to strategies, mediums, and outlets

utilized to engage uninvolved residents and stakeholders.

 Quarterly Blog: A quarterly blog will be written on topics of interest such as industry news, PB

updates, or milestones. This will serve both internal and external audience as easily digestible

updates and news for the project and will help increase project transparency and awareness. The

Communications and Outreach Lead will research and write the blogs with the support and

direction of the Communications and Outreach Manager and Communication Team.

 Speakers Bureau and Toolkit: As needed, the Communications and Outreach Lead will develop

presentations to update community organizations, City of Durham partners, and unengaged

stakeholders. Such presentations will be in response to presentation requests, proactive outreach

or subsequent to major initiative milestones. A speaking circuit will be established to assist with

message dissemination and communicating opportunities for involved during the PB process.

Speakers, including City of Durham Staff, Steering Committee members, and volunteers will be

identified and made available for presentations. Associated PowerPoint presentations, handouts,

and presentation materials will be developed.

 Annual Report: An annual report focused specifically on PB Durham will be created to provide an

annual recap of progress.

 Monthly E-Blasts: E-blasts will be used to provide overall updates and promote public

engagement efforts and opportunities for participation.

o Email management: A subscriber list will be developed through an online sign-up form

on both DurhamCommunityEngagement.org and DurhamNC.gov and through the

collection of email addresses at public events. Current recipients of other Neighborhood

Improvement Services (NIS) electronic updates will also be given the opportunity to opt

into or out of e-blasts pertaining to PB. Emails will be administered either through the

Nationbuilder database or Microsoft Outlook and will be made available on the website.

o Email Strategy: Overall email strategy may include creating list segments based on

location, affiliation, or other information as deemed appropriate. Email lists may also be

used to administer surveys, collect input, or advertisement.

 Pop-up Meetings: Pop-up meetings will be used at existing community events and in high-traffic

public spaces to have conversations with community members about PB Durham, gather input,

answer questions, distribute information, and carry out promotional giveaways. The

Communications Team will develop a pop-up meeting planning document and research to identify

potential events and high-traffic locations. Planning for these events will be primarily on a

monthly basis, with weekly review and confirmation of upcoming events.

 Special Events: Milestones will be celebrated using special events such as idea collection kickoff,
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and project groundbreakings that will incorporate elected officials, news media, and the local 

community. 

3.2 Internal Communication 

Internal communication and outreach methods will focus on educating and informing internal City of 

Durham employees and nonprofit partners of general and specific progress. Employees are the first line 

of customer service, and they need to be well informed to correctly represent PB Durham.  

Communication directed internally will mirror the flow and timing of public information on a monthly and 

quarterly basis to ensure that City of Durham employees, partners, and consultants are informed before 

the public and are prepared for public conversations. The Communication and Outreach Manager will 

coordinate internal communications.  

3.2.1 Internal Communication Tools 

 Monthly Round-up Email: Internal email updates will be distributed to all impacted City of

Durham departments. This tool will be the most frequent tool used for internal updates. If some

employees do not have access to email (e.g., mechanics, operators) the email will be distributed

in printed format.

 Facility Brownbag/Roadshow: As community organizations, partners, and others request more

information on PB Durham staff will provide presentations and informational materials. The

Communication and Outreach Manager will provide in-person updates at least twice per year.

 Call Center: Durham One Call may receive inquiries and comments from the general public. As a

component of internal communications, the Communication and Outreach Manager will provide

talking points to call center support staff.

3.3 Government & Elected Officials Relationship Management

The Communication and Outreach Manager is responsible for outreach to the local government 

stakeholder groups, local elected officials, key director and manager level staff, and any inter-

governmental organizations connected with these individuals. 

3.4 Public Outreach 

Public outreach provides an opportunity to build trust and credibility for the initiative by engaging with a 

variety of stakeholders and residents to provide information and foster engagement. Through the tools 

listed below, the Communication and Outreach Lead is responsible for creating opportunities to engage 

with diverse stakeholder groups and residents early and consistently to ensure support for PB Durham. 

A variety of meeting types and presentations are planned and detailed below. Additional meetings may 

be requested through an online meeting request form.  

3.4.1 Public Outreach Tools 

 Community Meetings: Community meetings will be held to share information and bolster public

participation during all phases of the first PB Durham implementation cycle.
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o Outreach: Invitation methods may include newspaper display advertisements, postcards,

flyers, social media and social media advertising, electronic methods (emails, website

postings, use of third party email networks, etc.), targeted media relations, and outreach to

community leaders and organizations.

o Materials: Public meeting plans outlining logistics, informational materials (exhibits, maps,

handouts, etc.), meeting management tools (sign-in sheets, directional signs, etc.), input

opportunities, and outreach/notification methods will be developed. Summaries will be

prepared to document each meeting. Public meeting materials will be made available on the

website.

o Locations: Meetings will be held in accessible community spaces located in close proximity to

the transit stops.

o Format: An engaging open house format will be utilized to create informal yet informative

events. Staff will be available to talk one-on-one with attendees. Public-friendly maps and

infographics will be created. Public input tools may include surveys, comment forms, and

interactive exercises. Formal presentations are not envisioned, and attendees would be able

to come and go at their convenience.

 Neighborhood-Based Public Meetings: Additional meetings or facilitated workshops may be

required to bolster participation from specific populations that are located within a designated

area of the City. Outreach, materials, location and format will be determined based on the

composition of the neighborhood and the stakeholders.

 Online Participation: Virtual idea collection and voting allow visitors to participate from the

comfort of their own homes, which can greatly increase engagement and participation.

 Stakeholder Meetings: Stakeholder meetings will mirror the public meetings on a smaller scale.

Stakeholder groups can request a presentation.

o Format: Stakeholder meetings will generally include a PowerPoint presentation and a short

Q&A session.

 Informational Brownbag for Employers: Informational brown bag lunch sessions for major

employers (public and private) will be offered to share information and gather ideas.

o Materials: PowerPoints, handouts, and promotional materials previously created for

stakeholder meetings will be used in public brownbag sessions.

o Location: Sessions will occur in the stakeholder/employer facility.

o Format: Informational brownbags will generally include a PowerPoint presentation and a

short Q&A session.

 In-Person Meetings/Office Hours: An in-person meeting may be more appropriate for certain

interactions rather than a full presentation or public meeting. In these situations, office hours will

be held at City Hall and City Hall East to accommodate detailed conversations with stakeholders.
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 School Outreach: Youth participation is the top priority for all members of the Steering

Committee. During the PB Durham cycle staff will reach out to all middle and high schools in the

Durham Public School system to share information and facilitate engagement in the process. The

Communications and Outreach Team will conduct outreach to schools and establish long-term

relationships during the process.

3.5 Traditional Media and Public Relations

Traditional media relations will be used to promote the widespread dissemination of PB Durham 

information, including key milestones, upcoming public meetings, and input opportunities by engaging 

reporters and soliciting media coverage. The Office of Public Affairs will be responsible for day-to-day 

media management including the release of media kits, press releases, and media alerts.  

3.5.1 Media Communication Tools 

The Communication Team will deploy the following tools to facilitate media communication: 

 Interviews: The Communication and Outreach Manager and Communication and Outreach Lead

will conduct proactive outreach and communication with established media contacts to increase

reporter awareness of PB Durham, potentially resulting in favorable coverage. This includes

pitching news stories to the media, arranging meetings with reporters and editorial boards to

provide more in-depth information about the history and goals, and addressing specific questions

about PB Durham. Media coverage opportunities will be further enhanced by tailoring

communication to particular publications.

 Media Tracking: Media coverage of the initiative will be captured and incorporated into the

outreach metrics and reporting. Ongoing evaluation will review the accuracy of information and

the tone and reach of media coverage to determine if follow-up with reporters is needed.
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4. Data, Metrics, and Reporting

The Communications and Outreach Team will use metrics and reporting to measure the success of its 

communication and public involvement program. These results will be reviewed on a monthly basis to 

determine if the team needs to revisit the tools and tactics in this document.  

4.1 Data Collection & Reporting 

The Communications and Outreach Team will track the progress, traction, and outcomes of public 

involvement activities throughout the program to allow for adjustments or adaptations to messaging to 

better reach and accommodate stakeholders. Indicators will include metrics to track qualitative and 

quantitative changes in the audience’s level of interaction, overall tone of communications, and 

behavioral change/activity. A report including web analytics, social media analytics, and comment and 

outreach tracking will be emailed to the Communication and Outreach Manager on a bimonthly basis. The 

Communication and Outreach Manager will review the results and share them with the rest of the team. 

After the team reviews them, the results from this analysis will allow the Communication Team to adjust 

strategies as needed to achieve the specific goals of the communication efforts, such as reaching specific 

audiences or capturing specific input. A full list of the tracking tools and metric goals are provided in Table 

8-1.

Table 8-1: Analytics and Metrics Goals 

Tracking Tool Metrics Goals 

Website Analytics  Daily page views and visitors

 Average visit duration

 Average pages per visit

 Web traffic sources, including social,

direct, referral, and organic search

 New or returning visitors

 Visits by sources, including desktop,

mobile, and tablet

 Top pages visited along with

corresponding page views and average

time on page

 Increased web traffic

 Continual increase in

unique visitors

 Increased average visit

duration

 Increase mobile device

visits utilizing social media

strategy

Social Media Analytics  Total organic impressions, 

engagements and link clicks 

 Audience growth data, including total

followers/fans and follower/fans 

growth 

 Engagement count, including replies, 

retweets, and likes 

 Engagements and impressions per

tweet/post and follower

 Reactions, comments and shares

 Increased followers on all

social media platforms

 Increased number of

engagements per post per

platform

 Positive tone of

engagements
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Tracking Tool Metrics Goals 

E-Blast Analytics*  Opens

 Opens – Client Type Analysis

 Clicks

 Forwards

 Hard and soft bounces

 Opt outs

 Click through performance

 Increase number of 

recipients

 Increase number of opens

 Decrease number of opt

outs

Public Meeting Metrics  Attendance

 Tone of comments and questions

 Comments received

 Increased attendance of

new stakeholders

 Continued participation of

existing stakeholders

 Comments that assist in

the decision making

process

Online Participation 

Analytics 

 Total page views

 Average visit duration

 Average time spent on each segment

 Web traffic sources, including social,

direct, referral, and organic search

 New or returning users

 Visits by sources, including desktop,

mobile, and tablet

 Download or click analytics

 Increased web traffic

 Continual increase in

unique visitors

 Increased average visit

duration

*Emails will be sent through Neighborhood Improvement Services email management system,
Nationbuilder, to aid in tracking.
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Appendix B: Social Media Strategy 

B.1 Goals and Objectives

B.1.1 Goal: Project Awareness and Engagement

 Sustain a social media presence for the entire 2-year cycle

 Monitor and enhance engagement of the project’s social media presence

 Grow social media network

B.1 Channels

The Communications and Outreach Lead will take advantage of the @PBDurhamNC existing 

follower base by acquiring administrative rights, rebranding, and posting through its Twitter, 

Facebook, and newly created Instagram account. 

Channel URL Average Post Frequency 

Twitter https://twitter.com/pbdurhamnc 3-4 posts/week

Facebook www.facebook.com/pbdurhamnc 3-4 posts/week

Instagram https://www.instagram.com/pbdurhamnc 3-4 posts/week

B.1 Content Creation and Approval

 The Communications and Outreach Lead will work with the Communications and Outreach

team to identify topics and timelines to create a social media content calendar.

o All content will be approved by the Communications and Outreach Lead.

B.1.1 Visual Content

 Video

o Developed: Videos may include clips of PB activity or spliced video content from a longer

PB video.

o Live: Live video broadcasts help connect with followers and the community in a new way,

making the initiative more real, more relatable, and more accessible. Public meetings

may be streamed live on Twitter and Facebook via their built-in video streaming services

Periscope and Facebook Live. Other public events may also be streamed live, as

applicable.

 GIFs

o GIFs are easy to create and are effective and engaging to an audience. PB-specific GIFs

will be created at important milestones or when appropriate. Twitter GIFs will also be

used to supplement a post.

 Graphics

o Graphics for recurring posts will be developed to support content. Graphics supporting

special events such as public meetings will be developed to promote the meeting. Other
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graphics to support social media will be developed, as needed. 

B.1 Engagement

Social media posts will engage with established social media accounts in the region that may 

relate to Participatory Budgeting, the City of Durham, or community engagement in general.  

B.1vPaid Advertising

Paid advertising may be used to promote the initiative and to advertise public meetings. The purpose of 

an advertisement on social media is to increase followers, increase website traffic, promote public 

meetings, and promote other major initiative milestones.  

B.1 Performance Indicators/Analytics

B.1.1 Frequency

Reports will be generated once a month through Sprout Social and sent to the Communications and 

Outreach Manager. 

B.1.1 Metrics

 General:

o Total followers

o Follower growth

o New followers

o Profile visits

o Tweets sent

o Impressions

o Engagements

o Retweets

o Clicks

o Likes

 Demographics:

o Gender

o Age

o Location of fans

 Video Metrics:

o Views

o Completion Rate

 Paid Advertising Metrics:

o Results

o Impressions

o Budget

o Amount spent
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ECONOMY  (https://www.americancityandcounty.com/type/economy/)

Written by Jason Axelrod (https://www.americancityandcounty.com/author/jasonaxelrod/) 4th October 2019

Imagine this: your local government’s elected officials and its department heads are determining the annual
government budget. It’s business as usual. As funds are allocated, a large sum relative to your local government —
say, between tens of thousands of dollars and $2 million — is firmly earmarked for the community to decide,
through a defined process, how to use.

Constituents, from pre-teens to senior citizens, will brainstorm and propose projects like installing LED streetlights
or renovating a park for the public money to fund. Community volunteers will assess the proposals and eliminate
unrealistic ones. Over a multiple week period, your jurisdiction’s constituents will then vote on the vetted projects
they believe are most worthy of the public funds. After the vote, the government will immediately enact the winning
projects into policy and work to make them a reality.

By the people, for the people
Participatory budgeting engages citizens by letting them allocate city funds towards self-proposed projects

ARTICLE
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This scenario isn’t unprecedented — it illustrates a democratic process called participatory budgeting (PB) in action.
PB’s core goal is to let community members decide how to spend part of a public budget, according to the
Participatory Budgeting Project (PBP), a nonprofit organization that creates and supports PB processes mostly in
the U.S. and Canada.

In doing so, PB ensures that governments respond directly to the needs and priorities of their constituents and
spend public funds on items that the people actually want, explains Michael Menser, an assistant professor of
philosophy and environmental studies at Brooklyn College and a PBP co-founder.

“Participatory budgeting is a way to really empower residents in their communities and to really engage traditionally
marginalized residents as well, and to give people real decision-making power,” says Hollie Russon Gilman, a fellow
at Columbia University and public policy think tank New America who authored a 2016 book about participatory
budgeting.

First implemented in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 1989, PBP estimates that the process has since been practiced in 3,000
cities around the world. It can be implemented using the budgets of cities as well as with those of counties,
districts, schools or individual agencies.

However, even with its successful track record, turning a large sum of public funds over to the people won’t
necessarily be embraced across the board immediately. “The initial pushback you’ll get is, why would we turn over
money to the people? It’s the elected [officials’ jobs] to spend this money. Sometimes, we get that,” Menser says.

“Our response is always that, well, isn’t it better to have a relationship with the folks who elected you and actually
work with them to do policy, rather than try to be separated from them and hope for the best or just do it in a top-
down way,” he adds.

Most cities in the U.S. carry out PB in the same general five-phase process, Menser says. PBP defines the steps as,
design the process, brainstorm ideas, develop proposals, vote and fund winning projects.
Two cities on opposite ends of the U.S. that implemented PB in their communities — Seattle in 2015 and Durham,
N.C. in 2018 — found multiple benefits in doing so.

“With participatory budgeting, PB, it really humanizes the budget process,” Durham Budget Engagement Manager
Andrew Holland says. “With our process, that’s what we witnessed. A lot of our residents were energized… they
really felt as though they had a voice in the process.”

Designing the process

Durham adopted participatory budgeting in May 2018 with a budget of $2.4 million, Holland says. The Durham City
council appointed a 15-member steering committee for PB in the city and hired a team including Holland to oversee
the process. The city also hired a consultant from Our City, Our Voice in designing a PB process to fit Durham.

Seattle first launched PB in 2015 just for its youth programming, according to the city’s website. However, the city
opened PB up to all Seattle residents in 2017 for them to decide specifically how to spend part of the city’s budget
on small-scale street and park improvements. Seattle residents are able to vote until Sept. 30 on how to spend $2
million of Seattle’s 2019 budget.
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Seattle took a different approach than Durham in designing its PB process. The city contracted with PBP in 2015 to
set up its PB process. However, officials also went to community groups and paid community members to function
as consultants that participated in open discussions and ultimately helped city staff develop Seattle’s PB format.
This “took the city out of the driver’s seat,” explains Seattle Department of Neighborhoods Director Andrés Mantilla.

The relationships Seattle forged during this process would later help it during the voting phase, as these community
groups legitimized PB to community members who voted on projects, Mantilla says.

Brainstorming ideas
Like city staff did when designing the PB process, Seattle’s modus operandi when outreaching PB in general has
been for the city to go to people about PB rather than have them come to the government.
Seattle has used pop-ups at different events and its community liaison program to outreach PB, says Shaquan
Smith, Seattle’s participatory budgeting coordinator. However, libraries heavily distribute information throughout
branches in Seattle, too.

When ideas are collected in Seattle around January and February, residents can submit their ideas at pop-up events,
at libraries or through Seattle’s online PB platform, Smith says. A particular focus this year has been given to
gathering more input from communities of color and for bringing more focus to equitable areas. However, outreach
is a challenge in a city of almost 800,000, Mantilla says.

Durham’s PB team compiled a list of community stakeholders and nonprofit organizations, and enlisted them to
help get the word out about PB and its benefits, according to Holland. The team also went to various community
meetings, festivals, local schools and religious institutions to educate people about PB.

However, Holland cites education as a major challenge. “At times, it took a while to get folks in the mind frame or
the mindset of, ‘hey, you have a chance to decide how to spend $2.4 million.’”

A major focus of Durham’s PB campaign was targeting the poor, marginalized and underserved communities,
according to Holland. The city used a third-party vendor and various data sets to target outreach strategies to these
underserved communities to ensure that they had a voice in the process. Even undocumented immigrants could
participate, and Holland says that a good amount of minorities both submitted project ideas and voted.

During this phase of Durham’s 2018 PB cycle, over 500 project ideas were generated. Not all were feasible, so they
had to be vetted for the PB vote.
To accomplish this, Durham officials turned again to the community.

Developing proposals

“With participatory budgeting, we want to ensure that residents are
constantly part of the process. So, that’s why we wanted to allow the
residents to volunteer to work with city staff to vet those ideas,”
Holland explains.
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An interactive map showing the
locations and types of projects

proposed in Durham’s PB process,
along with detailed descriptions of

those projects and information on how
to get involved.

Ultimately, around 100 resident volunteers served as “budget
delegates” in Durham who spent a few hours each week vetting
projects based on equity, impact and feasibility. City staff worked with
the delegates to help them determine feasibility, Holland says.

As ideas are submitted in Seattle, the city’s department of
transportation and parks department determine the feasibility of each
idea and then give the realistic ideas back to the community for what Smith calls the project development phase, he
says. This year, about 600 ideas were submitted in Seattle, with about 300 ideas making it to the project
development phase.

In the current PB cycle, city staff set up community meeting groups to have residents discuss which of the feasible
project ideas that were part of their district were of the highest priority, Smith says. Community members were able
to submit feedback on project idea priority through the city’s online PB platform as well. City staff had residents
rank between eight and 10 projects in their districts based on need and equity.

“It’s really been a great opportunity to get that first initial access and entry way for a community to realize they have
a say in what happens in their neighborhood, and kind of give that power back to them,” Smith says.
After the city’s department of transportation and parks department conduct a final review of the ranked projects, the
city then submits the winning projects to the ballot for a vote.

Voting on and funding projects
Smith says that PB can be, “a way for people who may not be used to the voting process, who may not vote on a
regular basis, it could be an entry way for them to have an opportunity to vote, especially for the youth as well.” After
all, in Seattle’s PB process, community members as young as 11 can participate.

“I think PB is a great way to show young people a lot of different civic skills such as group discussions, dialogue,
compromises, learning about how the sausage is really made [regarding] city policy. It’s sort of a hands-on civics
education in a lot of ways,” Russon Gilman says.

Delivery of the winning projects can be tough, though.

“We’re trying to move a bureaucracy. And so, getting timely project development back from the departments with
full consideration of project impacts and all that is a challenge at times,” Mantilla says, noting the need for working
across departments to make it a seamless process.

Durham residents ages 13 and up voted on the projects during this past May, Holland says. Residents were able to
vote either on paper ballots or online through the free-to-use, open-source Stanford Participatory Budgeting
Platform developed by Stanford University.

Over 10,000 people voted, and Holland considers Durham’s maiden PB flight “extremely successful.”

Now, the city is focused on implementing the project ideas — Durham has promised to implement 50 percent of the
winning PB projects within the first year of implementation, Holland says.

But that doesn’t mean that citizen engagement with the PB process has stopped.
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“Even today, I receive phone calls and emails… [asking] about, ‘hey, when will my project be implemented in my
community?’ That is, to me, one of the most remarkable and most encouraging things that I’ve witnessed, is
knowing that you have a good number of residents who are continuing on following us and the progress thus far,”
Holland says.

Thinking beyond budgets

Holland’s point underscores a major benefit of PB: it changes a government’s relationship with its people.

“Creating opportunities for folks to get on the same side of the table builds rapport and support,” PBP Co-Executive
Director Shari Davis says. “And I think that PB is part of the answer here, but I think one of the challenges in moving
PB forward is making sure that folks are on the same side of the table so this is not just another top-down mandate
or an example of folks doing intense advocacy not being heard.”

While PB empowers residents in the budgeting process, it yields benefits outside of finance, too. Designing projects
and services to tackle complex issues like growing economic inequality, climate change and resilience requires a
regular dialogue between a government and its public, so that the government can truly know what they know,
Menser says. PB can help strengthen this dialogue and thus allow a government and its constituents to collaborate
on solving these complex issues together.

“It brings together the public, the elected [officials] and the city government workers. All three,” Menser explains.
“Another way to think about it is that it brings together the government, the community and the expertise: the people
who actually understand the technical difficulties of an energy system or of a water system or of a transportation
system.”

“With the complex things that cities are trying to solve like around transportation, or around flooding, you need
everybody,” he adds.

Editor’s note: A previous version of this story incorrectly omitted Seattle’s 2015 contract with the Participatory
Budgeting Project (PBP) to help the city set up its PB process. The story has been corrected to reflect that Seattle
set up its PB process by contracting with PBP in addition to working with community members.
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