MONEY TALK

The Bottom Line

Local governments are confronted with decreasing resources and increasing demand for services.
In this brave new world, city budgets become powerful tools in addressing hard choices

and conscious trade-offs when_deciding how to spend scarce dollars.

By Dr. Frank Benest

ost citizens view their city’s budget as
bureaucratic mumbo-jumbo with little
relationship to their key interests or
aspirations. Most local government
officials see the budget as a dreary
technical process. The problem is that
local governments overlook the annual
4 budget process as an opportunity to en-
gage citizens in setting community goals and
priorities and create public support.

In a democracy, citizens have the right to
know. Local government cannot govern effec-
tively without people’s knowledge and consent.
So, in normal times, it is prudent for local gov-
ernment to educate and inform community
members about the governing process, particu-
larly the budget process. However, these are not
normal times. Local governments face dwin-
dling resources, increasing demands for services,
and growing citizen mistrust—further con-
straining our ability to govern and solve prob-
lems. In these difficult times, the city budget
process can give local government the chance to
win public support for community choices,
identify creative approaches for engaging citi-
zens, and communicate the mission, goals, and
performance of local government.

“In these difficult times, the
city budget process can give
local government the chance to

win public support for
community choices, identify
creative approaches for
engaging citizens, and
communicate the mission,
goals, and performance of

local government.”

Finding a need and filling it
Marketing entails assessing people’s needs an
desires, and then responding with appropriate
services, products, or opportunities. Conse-
quently, marketing the local city budget
entails identifying people’s needs, desires,
values, dreams, and fears and then re-
sponding with a budget that funds op-
portunities, experiences, and services
related to these citizen needs and de-
sires. This effort must also produce a
document that is understandable and
communicates how local government
responds to people’s values and con-
cerns. This does not mean selling the

budget plan to the public after the governing
body has already approved it. By that time, it is
too late. If residents or business people do not
perceive value (e.g., a sincere effort by govern-
ment officials to listen and engage them in
tough community choices; a budget plan that
clearly addresses their heart-felt issues), they will
not provide value (e.g., their participation in
budget surveys or workshop discussions with
government officials; their support of budget
decisions and choices). To be successful, local
government must move from monologue to
dialogue.

Informing and educating citizens

Generally, local budgets are developed by staff
with or without significant guidance from
elected officials. The typical budget hearing is
the most prevalent way local governments try to
involve citizens in the budget process. Relying
solely on the public hearing, however, is too
lietle, too late.

When many government officials talk about
marketing the budget, their emphasis is usually
on informing and educating the public. Inform-
ing and educating are certainly important.
People need to understand what the budget
process involves, some basic budget terms and
what they mean, and a historical context of
possible budget choices. Efforts to de-mystify
the budget process—including budget classes,
citizen guides, and budget presentations to
neighborhood groups—are usually considered
as end points in the communication and
a marketing process. In fact, informing and
. cducating are merely preludes to authen-
tic two-way communication with citi-
zens.

Engaging citizens in the process ,
As opposed to “telling and selling,” en-
gaging citizens in the budget process is
W “listening,” then responding, and listen-
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ing some more. Most local governments start
with informing and educating citizens about the
budget and asking for input. However, in an
authentic marketing mode, government officials
need to start with listening and eliciting people’s
values, hopes, dreams, aspirations, concerns,
and fears.

When one asks, “What do we love about our
community?” people of differing ideologies
usually come up with nearly identical or com-
plimentary value responses. Value discussions
provide common ground for people to begin
discussing issues among themselves and with
government officials as neighbors, not enemies.
The other positive aspect to focusing on citizen
values and visions is that you begin to shift the
empbhasis from department needs to citizen per-
spectives and values.

Some local governments have used creative
approaches to elicit value statements from citi-
zens, including holding community value
workshops, distributing surveys, and conducting
citizen participation and visioning processes. By
eliciting people’s values, government can then
respond with appropriate services, experiences,
opportunities, and a corresponding budget plan.

To be ultimately successful in engaging citi-
zens, local government must take two steps to
close the loop. First, it must actually and mean-
ingfully use the values, issues, hopes, and con-
cerns of people to craft a vision for local gov-
ernment, and develop specific goals and budget
proposals. Second, local government must re-
port back to citizens who participated in the
process, as well to the public-at-large. This re-
porting must summarize the information gath-
ered from citizens and the results of how the
data has been used. This demonstrates that local
government leaders heard and understood the
values and messages that citizens articulated,
helps set public expectations for the budget and
the anticipated changes, and limits attempts by
special interest groups to unduly influence bud-
get decision-making. It will also help local gov-
ernment develop relationships and rapport with
citizens—undercutting the current level of mis-
trust and disenchantment between the public
and government. Moreover, this kind of rela-
tionship-building will help the community,
with its local government, address other issues as
they arise in the future.

Better communicating the budget

To improve communication about the budget,
a local government needs a conscious plan. This
blueprint is often called a communications and
marketing plan. A “quick and dirty” communi-
cations and marketing plan includes some or all
of the following elements: communications and
marketing goals; target audiences and their in-

“In this kind of environment,
communication, marketing, and
citizen participation are
-essential to the process of
making tough choices, alloeating
scarce resources, and
generating political support for
proposed solutions.”

“The premise is that the pulls
and tugs of having to make
choices together will cause
people to leamn more about

policy issues, and move away
from individualized opinions

toward more shared and
reflective judgments.”

--David Mathews,
Polities for the People, 1954

terests; key messages; communication media,
tools, and processes; budget, staffing, and other
resources; staff and other assignments; and
evaluation criteria.

Before reaching out to external audiences, a
local government must first remember to com-
municate with employees. Employees and their
representatives are stakeholders and have a vital
interest in budget decisions. Therefore, they can
either support or oppose difficult budget deci-
sions. In addition, employees often live in the
community, or communicate as employees with
residents and business people each day. In addi-
tion to employees, local government must reach
out to other “family” members, such as volun-
teers and commission and committee members.

To make budgets more meaningful, local
governments need to re-tool budget documents.
This means providing a budget overview that
sets the tone, looks at the big picture, discusses
external realities, and focuses on key messages
for target audiences. Budget documents should
also identify community values, vision and goal
statements, and link the budget to these values
and statements. It is also helpful to structure the
budget according to city-wide strategies or
across department service categories (as opposed
to department activities or functions).

* Afinal word about risk

During ordinary times, people may look at the
budget as a meaningless bureaucratic document.
Even worse, in this era of mistrust and cynicism,
the budget process may be perceived as a way
for politicians and bureaucrats to misappropriate
or even “steal” money. In this kind of cynical
environment, a local government may be able
to continue its delivery of services; however, it
will be unable in the final analysis to govern ef-
fectively.

The problems facing local governments are
difficult to solve, emotion-laden, and often divi-
sive. Controversy is bound to arise as local gov-
ernment struggles to respond to gangs, the loss
of business, drug abuse, and teen pregnancy. In
this kind of environment, communication, mar-
keting, and citizen participation are essential to
the process of making tough choices, allocating
scarce resources, and generating political sup-
port for proposed solutions. I

Dr. Frank Benest is city manager of Brea, Califor-
nia. Information in this article is reprinted with per-
mission from Marketing Your City Budget:
Creative Ways to Engage Citizens in the
Bottom Line, a 1997 © publication of The
Innovations Group, a nonprofit organization
providing information services to local governments
nationwide. For more information or to order, call
(310) 543-5124 or fax (310) 543-3514.
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