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SPECIAL SECTION

BUILDING A
BETTER COMMUNITY
FOR EVERYONE

BY SHAYNE C. KAVANAGH, ANDREW KLEINE, CHRIS FABIAN, AND ERIK FABIAN

Today, discussions on equity are making their way into every aspect
of decision-making—including budgeting. Because budgeting is
ultimately about who gets what, and how much, equity must shape
the process. But budgeting for equity is difficult and reveals tensions
in @a community. This section explores these tensions and techniques
for managing them to build better and stronger communities.

any local governments
are takinganinterestin
“budgeting for equity,”
which, broadly defined,
means allocatinglocal
governmentresources
inawaythatisintended to address
unfair disparities between different
groups of people, such asracial groups
orincome groups.

Local government budget officials
have aduty todevelop abudget that
isfair.! And equity is one perspective
on fairness thathashistorically not
been given much attention in local
governments.

Socialinequities are associated
with a host of undesirable conditions
thatinclude lower interpersonal
trustand reduced physical health.?
American society has severallarge
socialinequities, some of which have

worsened inrecent decades. Income
inequality might be the most well-known
example.® Rising income inequality is
associated with lower interpersonal
trust.* Less well-publicized but at least
asconcerningisreduced lifespan.®
Forexample,in 2019, in onelarge U.S.
city, there wasas much asa 20-year
difference inlife expectancy between
men livingin a poor neighborhood versus
amore affluentneighborhood.®If local
governments want their communities
tothrive, these disparities mustbe
evaluated and addressed.

Whatalocal government does isdriven
by its budget. To be part of the solution to
these inequities, then, agovernment'’s
budget takes center stage. Budgeting
for equity ishard, though, because it
reveals tensions. Itraises the central
tension in budgeting of who gets what.
(Budgetingisinherently political and it

concerns, atits core, howlimited public
resources will be allocated.) If resources
are going to be used differently in the
future, thereisariskthat people who are
used to the currentlevels of service will
object. Those who are comfortable with
the currentallocation of resources may
also have advantageousrelationships,
connections, and power dynamics to
secure those resources.

There are also ideological tensions.
Equityis one perspective on how to fairly
distribute resources. People define what
isfairdifferently. Theresultisthat the
term “equity” is often used imprecisely.
Atbest, this causes people to talk
pasteach other and, atworst, fosters
destructive conflict over whatis defined
as fair or unfair treatment.

There are tensions that underlie the
need for equity in budgeting, including
those between the “haves” and “have
nots,” and those inherentin asking
localgovernmentto confrontracialand
otherinjustices. These tensionsrequire
local government to take account of the
interests of people who have traditionally
beenunderserved by thelocal
government budget—which requires
formingrelationships and connections
with members of marginalized
communities and changing the power
dynamics of budgeting togive the
members of these communities a voice.
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Inthis special section, we focus on

four tensions in budgeting for equity
and suggest how they could be managed.
The tensions are:

EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITIES
VERSUS EQUALITY OF OUTCOMES.
Thisisat the core of the ideological
tension over what'’s fair. Is fairness
defined asleveling the playing field or
evening up the scoreboard?

SYMBOLS VERSUS SUBSTANCE.
Symbols represent abstract concepts
and help people understand the concepts.
Budgeting for equityis a concept, and
symbols are necessary to get people on
board with the concept. But substance
isrequired to make a differencein the
lives of community members.

BREADTH VERSUS DEPTH.

An equity lens could be applied across
the entire budget, but this risks a shallow
analysis thatdoesn't make ameaningful
change in how resources are used.
Alternatively, focusing on just a few
areas risks missing opportunities.

IDEALISM VERSUS PRAGMATISM.
Idealism is needed for bold action butrisks
beingunrealistic. Pragmatism isneeded
togetthings done butrisks being timid.

Budgeting for equity is hard because it reveals tensions.
It raises the central tension in budgeting of who gets what.

Tohelpresolve the tensions, we'll draw
on aphilosophy called “pragmatic
idealism.” This philosophy originated
inthe early 1900s, a period in history
with greatrelevance to our own times.
Esteemed sociologist Robert Putnam
hasshown that the early 1900s were
like today’s United States in terms of
high political polarization, low trust,
and other social problems that plague us
today. The successful reform movement
thatarose in response wasrooted in
pragmatic idealism. This philosophy
holds thatitisanethicalimperative to
implementideals of virtue or good. At
the same time, itisimmoral torefuse
tomake the compromises necessary
torealizeideals or to discard idealsin
the name of expediency. Budgeting for
equity involvesideals. The tensions
involved mean thatany one person'’s
ideal version of budgeting for equity
probably cannotbe realized. This doesn’t
mean we give up on the virtue behind

budgeting for equity—rather, we find
workable solutions to balance competing
interests, beliefs, and attitudes while
stillimproving on the status quo.

We'llalso show that managing these
tensions does notrequire “picking
aside.” Rather, the tensions helpus
identify a spectrum of possibilities.
Once we see the possibilities, we can
negotiate them. The goalistofind a
balance within the tensions.

' According to the GFOA Code of Ethics. See: gfoa.org/ethics.

2 For an overview of the correlation between inequities and
social impacts, see: Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, The
spirit level: Why greater equality makes societies stronger
(Bloomsbury Press: 2010).

® The United States has the highest level of income inequality
among the top seven largest industrialized democracies.
See: Katherine Schaeffer, “6 facts about economic
inequality in the U.S.” Pew Research Center, 2020.

4 Eric D Gould; Alexander Hijzen, “Growing apart, losing trust?
The impact of inequality on social capital,” IMF Working
Paper, 2016.

5 Raj Chetty, Michael Stepner, Sarah Abraham, et al, “The
association between income and life expectancy in the
United States, 2001-2014, PMCID: PMC4866586.

& Adrienne Roeder, “The deadly effects of social inequality,”
Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, 2019.

In 2021, we worked with 11 cities across the United States to bring an equity perspective to the budgeting
process through the What Works Cities: City Budgeting for Equity & Recovery (CBER) program, funded
by Bloomberg Philanthropies and led by Results for America. The last article in this series draws

CITY BUDGETING
FOREQUITY
AND RECOVERY

EFFECTIVE CHANGE
MANAGEMENT IN EQUITY
IMPLEMENTATION

Read the article:

on the lessons from this experience to show a process for budgeting for equity that addresses the
tensions identified.

City Budgeting for Equity and Recovery: Effective Change Management in Equity Implementation

O gfoa.org/materials/gfr1022-city-budgeting-for-equity-and-recovery
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Equality of
Opportunities
Versus
Equality of
Outcomes

erceptions of fairness are

essential to any decision-

making system. Without

them, the system will

likely fail. Akey tension
about fairness that must beresolved
by budgeting for equity is equality
of opportunity versus equality of
outcomes. Or put another way, is
budgeting for equity intended to level
the playing field or even the scoreboard?
Thisisnomere academic distinction.
People can vary dramatically in their
views on which of these is preferable.
Theresulting conflicts can be intense
because they getright to the heart of
people’'sdiffering moral intuitions
aboutwhatis fair.! Research has shown
thatthis distinction is closely related
to political polarization. Most people
endorse a definition of fairness that
includes equality of opportunities, but
this definition is especially preferred
by conservatives. Progressives/liberals
are more likely to include equality of
outcomes in their definition of fairness.?

The way to manage this tension and

getbetter results from budgeting for
equityisto:

= Disaggregate outcomesinto ultimate

outcomes and intermediate outcomes.

= Consider how equality of opportunity
supports achieving the outcomes.

= Consider therole for local government
in both opportunities and outcomes.

Exhibit 1 illustrates a decomposition
of outcomesrelated to education and
mobility. At the bottom of the exhibit,

EXHIBIT 1 | DECOMPOSITION OF OPPORTUNITIES AND OUTCOMES

Ultimate Outcome

Local government’s role is indirect—
to contribute to people’s ability to achieve
the ultimate outcome

Intermediate Outcome

Local government has a role, but perhaps
a partial role. Need to consider local
government’s limits and partnerships to
help reach the outcome.

Opportunity
A clear role for local government

Prosperity, individuals fulfilling their
human potential, and a thriving community

4 4

Safety of the

Students graduate .
transportation system

Students read

Sl People can get to

where they need to go

4 4

Access to quality

Access to .
transportation

quality education

infrastructure
+ +
Education Mobility

we have opportunitieslike access to
quality education and transportation
infrastructure. Providing these
servicesisatraditionalrole of local
government, which can examine its
budget to seeif these opportunities are
provided to all community members.
Aswemoveupin Exhibit1, we
arrive atintermediate outcomes. Local
governmentshave arolein intermediate
outcomes too, but sometimes theroleis
only partial. Local governments can do
alottoinfluenceall theintermediate
outcomes shownin Exhibit 1, butthere
ismuch outside the local government’s
control. For example, a student’s success
in schoolis a product of many things,
notjust the efforts of the school system.
Local governments canincrease the
chances of student success by forming
partnerships with other organizations
toinfluence factors that are outside
the school’s control. For example, if
students come to school distracted
by hunger, they are less likely to
succeed in their studies. Some schools
have partnered with social service
organizations to provide “wraparound”
services that equip students tolearn
atschool by addressing food, shelter,
clothing, and other basic needs. This
isan example of how equity can be
putinto practice for students from
adisadvantaged socioeconomic
background: the local government

removes barriers tolearninglike
inadequate food, shelter, or clothing.
Finally, at the top of Exhibit 1, we
have ultimate outcomes. For instance,
if students graduate from school
ready for college and/or a career (the
intermediate outcome), they are better
positioned to achieve prosperity (the
ultimate outcome). While success at
the intermediate outcomesincreases
the odds of successin the ultimate
outcomes, it does not guarantee it.
This meansalocal government’s role
inthe ultimate outcomeis at times
indirect. Decomposing outcomes helps
alocal government practice “pragmatic
idealism” because it shows how the ideal
of successful outcomesforallcanbe

positivelyinfluenced by local government

action. Atthe same time, itrespects
different views of whatis fair with
respect to equality of outcomes versus
opportunities and the government’s
rolein each, including where theroleis
limited. With this method, itis possible to
decompose outcomes and opportunities
by geographic area, socioeconomic class,
race, or any otherrelevant categories to
see if opportunities are evenly available
and how that may be affecting outcomes.

' GFOA's research on fairness and how it is defined is available
at gfoa.org/fairess. Part 3 of the series is particularly relevant
to this discussion.

2 This is shown by moral foundations theory. You can learn
more about this at gfoa.org/perspectives and gfoa.org/
materials/ bridging-political-divides-in-local-government.
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Symbols
Versus
Substance

ymbols versus substance is
adilemma wheneverlocal
governments try tomobilize
on abig, complexissue, like
applying an equitylensto
budgeting. Symbolism is necessary to
getbroad agreement to move forward.
Take a phraselike “the budgetis a moral
document.” This phrase highlights the
consequences of budgetary choices, and
theirimpact on the extent to which the
community thrives. Itmakes the case
thatan equity lens should be applied to
budgeting so everyone thrives. Symbols
attract people because everyone can
interpretthe symbol's meaningina
way that closely matches their own
preferences and moral intuitions. For
example, twoindividuals can agree
thatitisagood thing for abudget to
be “moral,” but they will likely have
differentideas about what the details
of a “moral” budget would looklike.
These differinginterpretations make
implementation challenging. We know
thatdifferent definitions of fairness can
create conflict. We have observed that
when people inlocal government talk
about “equity,” they often don't agree
about what that means. And we know
thatlocal governments can benefit
greatly by coming to an agreement on
what “equity” means. Below are a few
examples of definitions from citiesin
the What Works Cities CBER program:

City of Columbia, South Carolina.
Equityiscreatingand maintaining
anenvironment that embraces the
diversity of Columbia’s residents and
empowers them to engage policymalkers
and influence service delivery and

the distribution of resources to create
acity where allresidents can overcome
historical barriers to their success

Symbols attract people because everyone can interpret the
symbol’s meaning in a way that closely matches their own

preferences and moral intuitions.

and fully participate in Columbia’s
economic vitality and growth.

Salt Lake City, Utah. Equityin Salt
Lake City isacknowledging and
addressing history and current
disparities experienced by our
residents, businesses, neighborhoods,
and visitors. Salt Lake City provides
access toresources and opportunities
that supporteveryone in overcoming
barriers to their success so that our
community today, and generations
tomorrow, can thrive.

City of Denver, Colorado. Equity
isasystemic endeavor, achieved
through the advancement of policies
and practices, resultingin equitable
opportunities and outcomes where race/
ethnicity and other social identities
cannolonger be used to predictlife
outcomes, and outcomes for all groups

areimproved, centering on those who
are underrepresented and have been
historically disadvantaged.

You'llnotice that Denver's definition
places a focus on outcomes, while the
other two cities’ definitions emphasize
equality of opportunity. Itis worth
noting that Denver’s definition is
focused onrace/ethnicity and other
socialidentities, while the other cities’
definitions are not. The point here is
nottosuggestthatany one of these
definitionsis better than another, but
rather to show that “equity” can be
defined quite differently.

For example, itis probably nota
coincidence that Denver, asamore
progressive/liberal city than Columbia
or Salt Lake City, brings equitable
outcomesintoits definition, while
the other two focus on equality of
opportunity.! We've noticed this same
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difference in definitions between other

cities, depending on their differing

ideological leanings. It could be that

the extent to which race/ethnicityis

featured in the definition is a product

oflocal circumstances. In Salt Lake

City, the poverty rate among Black

residents (36 percent) ismuch higher

than White residents (13 percent) and

higher than Hispanic residents (28

percent). However, Black people make

up asmall portion of the population

(2 percent) compared to White people

(64 percent) or Hispanic people (21

percent). This means thatthere are far

more impoverished White people than
any other ethnic group, which may have
influenced Salt Lake City's definition,
makingitmore focused on class
disparities thanrace.?

These nuances make itimportant
todefine what “equity” meansin

your community. Doing so provides

the opportunity for people inlocal

government to discuss the demographic

and income characteristics of their
communities and theirimplications for
equityin budgeting. Italso gives them
the common understanding needed
tonavigate potential tensions around
fairness.

The definition can also be used to
guide the budget process. Columbia

and Salt Lake City firstidentified the

programs they funded through their

budget. Then they used their definitions
of equity as the basis to evaluate the
extent to which programs were helping
achieve the municipality’s equity goals.

Inthis way, the budget becomes a bridge

between symbolism (idealism]) and

substance (pragmatism). Itreflects

the community’s shared values and

aspirations, whileremaining grounded

inthe details of service delivery and
constrained by fiscal realities.

' Tojudge how liberal or conservative a city might be, we
looked at 2020 presidential election results. We found that
Denver voted almost 80 percent Democratic. Salt Lake
County voted just over 50 percent Democratic. Columbia
sits on the edge of two counties and the combined results
suggest a slight Democratic leaning. So, though all cities
ultimately voted Democratic, the overwhelming win for

the Democrats in Denver suggests Denver is a much more
liberal city.

2 Salt Lake City, Utah Poverty Rate by Race, Welfare Info
(welfareinfo.org/poverty-rate/utah/salt-lake-city#by-race).

PART THREE

Breadth Versus Depth

magine the following scenario:

you've established a clear definition

of equity that your elected officials

supportunanimously and

enthusiastically. You've hired a
chief equity officer who has successfully
deployed training across the organization
torecognize bias and elevate awareness of
disparities. You've set the stage perfectly.

Now you roll out the budget process,
emphasizing equity, and eagerly await
awave of inspired and game-changing
proposals from departments to arrive
on your desk. Instead, the proposals
resemble last year’'s proposals. They're
the same types of proposals your
departments usually produce—maybe
thistime with anarrative thatloosely
links their proposed spending to your
equity objectives. (Thisisaninstance of
symbolism displacing substance.)
What went wrong? The issue could

be what we'll refer to as “breadth versus

depth.” There's atension in going

broad in pursuit of equity-enhancing
proposals versus going deeply into what
itwould take to evolve the programs and
services you offer to help disadvantaged
and historically marginalized
populations become better off.

Going broad seems practical and
easy. Youadd a question to the budget
request, business case, and decision
package forms: “How does this proposal
impact equity?” Or perhaps youroll out
achecklist, helping guide departments
to self-reflect. The result? Too often,
familiar budget proposals from
departments are attached to flimsy
appeals toward equity. Thisisnot what
you're striving to accomplish.

One larger U.S. city from our research
described how itslibrary department
proposed a decision package for new
carpeting and shelving throughout
themain branch. A similar proposal

There’s a tension in going broad in pursuit of equity-enhancing
proposals versus going deeply into what it would take to evolve
the programs and services you offer to help disadvantaged and
historically marginalized populations become better off.
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had been on the table the year before.
Checkingthe “yes” box on the proposal
request form section for “equity impact,”
the department described how the carpet
and shelving would spruce up the firstand
second floors, equitably serving readers
of bothnonfiction and fiction. This was
notthe game-changing, opportunity
enhancing, disparity-reducing proposal
the budget office had hoped for.

So, ifbreadth doesn't yield the proposals
we need, what does depth looklike?

Let'sillustrate with the experiences
of adifferentcity from ourresearch
(we'llrefer toitas “the City”), showing
how itnavigated the tension of breadth
and depth. The City had established a
foundation for racial justice and equity,
including compelling data on disparities
throughout the community. It firstrolled
outaseries of simple questions as part of
the budget process:

= Howdoesthis proposal advance the
City's equity goals?

= Which geographic areas do these
enhancements or reductionsimpact?

= How will this proposal affect
(negatively or positively) historically
disadvantaged communities and/or
underrepresented groups? How have
you worked to mitigate negative impact?

= Whowasengaged todevelop this
proposal?

What the City learned was that, though
these questions provided some insight,
itsdepartments needed to think

more deeply about their proposals.
Departments were asked tolook across

theirinventory of programs and identify
the best opportunities for an in-depth
reimagining of how a given program
could enhance equity.

Exhibit 2 illustrates the basic process.
First was a program analysis that
included an inventory of all the City’s
programs, complete with the costs
and revenues of each. Thisincluded
evaluating the programs’ alignment with
the City’'s equity goals. Second was to
askhow the City could better achieveits
equity priorities. Third was to propose
budget allocations to the places needed
to make positive change. Fourth was
toadoptabudget thatreflects these
decisions. This progression is what we
mean by “depth.”

The tools and processes deployed by
the City favor deeper study into how
programs can be changed to enhance
equity. Let’s consider the problem of
homelessness, acomplex challenge
withno easy answers. Addressingit
will require thoughtful action across
government departments. Going
deeperinto program evaluation gives
departments the opportunity to think
about how their actions can contribute
tothe solution.

The City’s code compliance program
was one piece of the puzzle to addressing
homelessness. Homeless encampments
create public health risks due to
unsanitary conditions. The conventional
code enforcement approach would
berooted in punitive measures. By
diving deeper into the program, the
Cityrealized thatifthe goal was to
increase public health and safety of

homeless encampments, then ahumane
and necessary step was to offer relief to
people wholive in the encampments. A
program proposal was made to provide
additionalrelief to homeless people
(such as additional water), especially
duringinclement weather. This would
make the encampments more livable
and sanitary, thus preventing or atleast
mitigating potential code violations
stemming from unsanitary conditions.

Of course, there ismore to addressing
homelessness. Encampments are
far from a permanent solution.

Encampments caninfringe on the
rights of private property owners by
producinglarge amounts of litter, debris,
needles, and more, causing hazardous and
unsafe conditions. Enabling permanent
orlong-term encampments would raise
serious questions of fairness. Why would
some property owners be required to
bear the burden of an encampment while
otherswouldn't? As we have discussed,
views on “what’s fair” are a big point of
tension in budgeting for equity. People will
notsupportasystem they feelis unfair.
If property owners feel unfairly burdened
by the City’'s approach to homelessness,
the City willlikely lose their support. The
consequences mightinclude, for instance,
voting against the current office holders or
moving out of the community. Therefore,
the code enforcement budgetalso
included a proposal for the City to conduct
removal and cleanup for homeless
encampments on private property.

Thisexampleisaglimpse into
how abudget process could begin
toaddresshomelessnessinamore

EXHIBIT 2 | BUDGETING APPROACH THAT PROGRESSES FROM BREADTH TO DEPTH

Program Analysis:
Current Service
Levels and Costs
What do we do?
How much does it cost?

What is the impact of the
program on priorities?

Program Equity Analysis

Strategic Planning Proposed

and Council Priorities

What should we be doing
better to meet strategic
goals/priorities?

What do we need to do to
meet equity goals?

Racial Equity Action Plans

Changes to Budget
What should we do more of?

What should we do
less of or not at all?

Biennial Budget

What is a new program
we need to offer?

Equity Analysis of Proposals
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comprehensive way. The conversation
could go further to address how
peoplelivingin encampments could

be directed to programs designed to
end homelessness, outside of code
enforcement. Program reviews center
the budgeting discussion on the results
produced by government. This allows
for a thoughtful discussion of how
programs can be rethought, revised, or
reformed to support equity. Ultimately,
program changes are translated to line-
item detail (will the recommendation
require more staff, more equipment,

or supplies to put the change in to
operation and achieve the result?) for
acomplete budget recommendation.

If your goalis game-changing budget
proposals, then depth over breadth is
the key. To emphasize depth, consider
the following.

The social problems that budgeting
for equity is intended to address are
often complex and took generations

to develop into their current forms.
Attemptingto solve theseissuesina
budget cycle islike trying to build an
airplane while in flight. Simple, broad-
based budget questionnaires become
an attractive but cursory alternative.
Instead, budgeting can be preceded by
adedicated planning cycle that makes
time for deeper exploration of the
problems budgeting for equity hopes
toaddress.

Going broad is often mistaken for being
comprehensive. A truly comprehensive
review of alocal government’s spending
is probably impossible and certainly
isn't sustainable.! Alocal government
will be better off focusingitslimited
time and analytical capacityona
smaller number of areas, where it can
do the mostgood with theresources
available. Thisincludes a smaller
number of issues (like homelessness)
and a smaller portion of budget
proposals (like those that can make a
material difference in homelessness).

" The best historical example of an attempt at comprehensive
review of government spending is zero-base budgeting
(ZBB). GFOA has never found an example of a true
“textbook” implementation of ZBB; all local governments
GFOA has found that claim to do ZBB have used
the “textbook” ideal as inspiration, but the practical
implementation falls far short of the comprehensive ideal.
Even these truncated versions of ZBB tend to be used
for limited periods of time, however, like helping a local
government get through a serious financial crisis. (gfoa.org/
materials/zero-base-budgeting)

PART FOUR

Idealism Versus Pragmatism

he stakes of budgeting for
equity arehigh. And anytime
the stakes are high, emotions
canrunhigh aswell. Add
tothisthe tensions we've
discussed and a polarized political
environment, and you have arecipe for
high conflict. Conflictis not necessarily
bad; some conflict usuallyisneeded for
change. Idealism is needed to embolden
the spirit to advance bigideas and to
take on the conflicts that come along
with bigideas. Pragmatismisnecessary
for putting those ideas into practice
and forresolving conflicts in away
thatbrings along as many people as
possible. Thisis “pragmaticidealism.”
Pragmatic idealism exemplifies the
tensioninherent in budgeting for equity
(pragmatism versusidealism) and how
tomanage the tension (combine the best
of both pragmatism and idealism without
overemphasizing either).
Effectiveidealism producesa
vision that brings people together. The
vision addresses what it would look
like tohave a thriving community for
everyone. A compelling vision invites
other people and organizations to get
involved in making the vision areality

and keeps participantsinspired. The
City of Pueblo, Colorado, provides an
example of what effective community
visionslooklike. The city was planning
how to useits American Rescue Plan
Act (ARPA) funding from the federal
government. [t established seven areas
in which the city mightlook to make
animpact (youth, small businesses,
infrastructure, and more). The city also
defined more specific goalsunder each
area. For example, “quality childcare”
was a goal for youth. Community
members were involved in defining
thisvision and the goals for each area
and deciding how funding would be
distributed. Equity was one of the
criteria the city used with community
members to determine where to direct
the funding.

Effective pragmatismisneeded to
find the interventions that make areal
andlasting difference in thelives of
community members. Thisisbecause
changing people’slives through social
policyisdifficultand often fails. Take,
for example, mathematics education
in primary and secondary schools. A
review of 155 math programsin the U.S.
Department of Education’s Institute
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of Educational Sciences’ What Works
Clearinghouse shows that fewer than
20 (12 percent) of those programs have
proven positive or potentially positive
effects. Literacy does better, but only
23 percent of programs in the database
have positive or potentially positive
effects. Switchingto a differentfield,
justice, the National Institute of Justice’s
CrimeSolutions database shows that,
of about 650 programs, about 90 (only
14 percent) have proven effective. The
statistics show that making an impact
through public policy is difficult—
although making animpactmightbe
harder than these numbers suggest.
The evaluations that produce these
statistics are often based on pilot projects
or small-scale demonstrations. Scaling
up successful pilots to serve alarger
number of people is a common point of
program failure.?

Iflocal governments are to have
any chance of realizing a vision for
athriving community, they need to
apply arigorous approach to what
works and what doesn't. Here are
three crucial practicesin this vein.

Define the problem clearly. People tend to
jump to solutions without taking the time
to properly diagnose the problem. This can
resultin suboptimal or even completely
wrong solutions. A simple example might
be found in mobility goals. Conventional
mobility strategies in some communities
mightbe centered on the automobile.
However, a diagnosis of the problem might
reveal thatlow-income communitiesrely
more on public transportation or walking.
Thisrealization would lead to very
different mobility strategies. (You can find
afulldiscussion of thistopicin GFOA's
report, “Defining the Problem: The Missing
Piece to Local Government Planning.”)

Gather data. Because human judgment
ishighly imperfect, defining a problem

or designing a solution based only on
judgment will rarely get the bestresults.
For example, the City of Toledo, Ohio, used
data from sources like calls for service
and foot traffic into facilities torecognize
wherereductionsin the city budget would
have anadverseimpacton historically
underserved neighborhoods. It
determined that closingalibrary branch or
recreation center would have a particular
impactin alow-income neighborhood

where there are no viable substitutes for
the services these facilities provided.
The city also used data to direct its efforts
forgrassand tree maintenance to make
sure all public areasin all neighborhoods
were adequately maintained. And rather
than applying the same approach to each
neighborhood, services were customized
to the needs of each neighborhood. This
helps ensure allresidents can be proud of
their neighborhood.

Talk to people in communities. Though
structured data from sources like calls

for serviceisimportant, it may not
capture everything people care about.
Low-income or minority communities
may haveless trustin government than
other groups and may therefore beless
willing to provide information (by making
calls for service, for example). City
officials must engage directly with people

about their concerns. This could include
engaging with the people government
services areintended tohelp so they can
better understand the problems they
face and co-design the solutions. It could
alsoinclude designingthe planning and
budget process to better meet the needs of
communities.

We've seen what effective idealism
and pragmatism looklike. We alsoneed to
know what to guard against when it comes
toineffectiveidealism and pragmatism.

Ineffective idealismis dogmatic.
Dogmaisnotsubject to compromise or
questioning, which meansitcan'tgain
consensus. Something thatcan'tbe
questioned can'tbe evolved and adapted
over time. How might one recognize where
idealismisslippinginto dogma? One way
istowatch out for clichés that try to give
theimpression of wisdom but only replace
important nuances with false clarity.

© Take the Next Step

Learn more about the benefits of rethinking public engagement and how to put it into practice

at gfoa.org/rethinking-public-engagement.

Idealism is needed to embolden the spirit to advance big ideas and

to take on the conflicts that come along with big ideas. Pragmatism
is necessary for putting those ideas into practice and for resolving

conflicts in a way that brings along as many people as possible.
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Let'stake asaying thatis sometimes
used to support putting an equity lens on
budgeting: “Equityis fairness, equality is
sameness.” This seeks to establish equity
(equality of outcomes)? as the singular
definition of fairness and equality as,
atbest, a counterfeit form of fairness.
However, most people don't agree with
that. GFOA has run multiple polls asking
people to define “fairness.” Equity
(equality of outcomes) received around
25 percent to 33 percent supportasthe
definition of fairness acrossall polls,
while equality (people should be treated
the same) was the clear winner with just
over half.? These results are consistent
with broader psychological research into
how people define fairness.* Further,
alittle thought experiment will easily
expose this cliché as false. Imagine if you
were to asksomeone: do the following
propositionsrepresent fairness?

= Humanlife should be valued
equally, sowe should have the same
emergencyresponse timesin all
geographic areas of the community.

= Equalworkshould receive equal
pay, which should be reflected in our
human resources practices.

= Allcitizens should be equal before the
law, so we should eliminate unequal
outcomes in sentencing for the same
crime, based onrace.

Dovyouthinkthey'd agree these
conditions are fair? They probably would.
Of course, thisdoesn't mean equityis not
fair. It does, however, mean thatfairness
isamultifaceted, nuanced concept, and
thereismore toitthanjustequity.

These are not just semantics. If most
people’s primary definition of fairness
issomething other than equity (when
defined as equality of outcomes), it
is probably not wise to declare their
definition of fairnessinvalid. Asan
example of real-world dangers of these
kinds of clichés, we might consider
“defund the police.” Surveys from the
summer of 2020 show that arather small
percentage of people (around 15 percent
to 25 percent) supported abolishing
the police entirely.? Buta dogmatic
framing of “defunding” impeded or even
prevented productive conversations
about practical opportunities for more
cost-effective ways than traditional law

enforcement toachieve certain public
safety goals. In the same way, a dogmatic
approach to budgeting for equity that
seekstoenshrine one definition of
equity (equality of outcomes) as the sole
definition of fairnessrisks marginalizing
other, more widely held views of
fairnessand thereby sowing the seeds

of divisiveness, which will hamper
effective budget deliberations.

Toillustrate how this could manifestin
local governments, we observed in some
of the 11 cities we worked with that city
staff feltuncomfortable with budgeting
forequity and did not participate as fully
intheimplementation as city leaders
would have preferred. One possible
explanation isthatsome staff felt they
were being asked to step out of the
traditional nonpartisan, non-ideological
role of the public servant and were
uncomfortable with that.

Ineffective idealism could also
manifestitself, seeking tolook good
rather than to do good. Governments
are, understandably, concerned about
perceptions. Butequity cannotbe mainly
about perceptions because it would risk
notmaking a difference in people’slives.
An approach to equity thatis centered
on perceptions misses the opportunity
toengage with the tensionsinherentin
equity. A dose of pragmatism can help
here, byidentifying clear and tangible
goals for equity, clearindicators of
whether those goals are being met, and
monitoring those indicators over time.

Pragmatism hasits darkside, too.
Ineffective pragmatism is technocracy,
ordomination by the views of technical
experts. The first problem with thisis
thattechnical experts may be out of
touch with the concerns of the people
they are supposed to be helping. This
mightlead to solutions that don't work,
are too complex to be sustainable, or
address the problem but create new
problems. A classic example is public
assistance programs for unemployed
people that cut benefits starting with the
firstdollar a participantin the program
receives from a job. This policy may be
well-intentioned as a way to make good
use of taxpayer dollars, butitcreatesa
clear disincentive to work.

Using data about the community’s
needs can help avoid some of these

problems, butdata is often imperfect.
Co-designing solutions with the people
whom the governmentis trying to help
could, atleast, partially overcome the
limits of data, butat worst, the technocrat
thinks they know bestand eschews
directinput from community members.
Another problem is that technocrats
overlookthingslike trust, fairness,
ethics, and virtue. Atbest, they are
seen as “soft” concerns because they
are noteasily quantified, or they may
beignored entirely. These concerns
could not be more central to budgeting
forequity. Aswe have seen, fairness
and equity areintertwined, and a
nuanced understanding of each is
necessary. Virtueis necessary because
pursuing equity requires empathy
and understanding for disadvantaged
community members. Trustisrequired
for productive conversations on
how toreallocate resources to help
disadvantaged community members.
Fairness, virtue, and trustare all
characteristics of ethical conduct of
public finances.®

T For more on scaling and the challenges involved, see: John
List, The Voltage Effect: How to Make Good Ideas Great and
Great Ideas Scale (Currency: 2022).

2 To demonstrate that “equity” is often defined as equality of
outcomes, consider for example, in a 2020 campaign video,
Kamala Harris said, “Equitable treatment means we all end
up in the same place.” Though she wasn't directly referring
to local government budgeting, it is a well-publicized
example of how equity is defined as equality of outcomes
by prominent people in American society. Another
conspicuous example is the widely shared depictions of
equity that show children looking over a fence at a baseball
game. These pictures define equity in terms of equality of
outcomes: everyone sees over the fence. GFOA's research
into fairness also shows that politically liberal or left-leaning
people tend to, on average, define fairness more in terms of
equality of outcomes than politically conservative or right-
leaning people. See gfoa.org/fairness.

2 These polls were conducted across multiple GFOA channels
and events, with variations in the ways different forms of
fairness were described and the order in which the options
were presented. For example, equity, in one poll, was
described as “people are given what they need.” The other
options were equality (the most popular—*“you are treated
equally”) and proportionality (“getting back what you put
in”). Another poll asked people to define what they think
“equity” means, posing it as equality of opportunity versus
equality of outcome. Equality of opportunity was the clear
favorite at almost 80 percent.

-

For example, developmental psychologists Christina
Starmans, Mark Sheskin, and Paul Bloom reviewed the
research on fairness in children and concluded that “people
prefer fair inequality over unfair equality.” See: Christina
Starmans, Mark Sheskin, and Paul Bloom, “Why people
prefer unequal societies,” Nature Human Behaviour, 2017.

S For example, in a June 11, 2020, only 24 percent of
respondents believed that “we need to defund police
and reinvent our approach to public safety.” All other
respondents (59 percent) believed change should be made
within the current system. These attitudes were consistent
across people who live in cities, suburbs, towns, and rural
areas, and along racial lines. A late June to early July 2020
Gallup poll showed little support for “abolishing police
departments” (15 percent support across all racial groups).

¢ See the GFOA Code of Ethics at gfoa.org/ethics.

OCTOBER 2023 GOVERNMENT FINANCE REVIEW

25



SPECIAL SECTION | BUDGETING FOR EQUITY

EXHIBIT 3 | FINANCIAL FOUNDATIONS FRAMEWORK
Proven s
]
BUILD TRUST Pilard
n ~ EVERYONE
I u Pillar 1 AND OPEN GREATE FAIRLY
ESTABLISH A COMMUNICATION CLEAR
LONG-TERM RULES
he tensions we have described VISION Pillar3
inthis paperrequirea USE Promote and
differentapproach to Create the COLLECTIVE protect mutual
red v "
budgeting. The conventional Give people a conditions for DEGISION- Reinforce trust and respect.
approachisoften a win-lose reason to cooperae. cooperation. MAKING Zt;;;ztz;cyn ve

game, where stakeholders position
themselves to get their piece of the
proverbial pie—in other words, to come Develop forums
outon top in a competition for resources. for participation.
Butthelocal government budget will
never be sufficient to give everyone
what they want, so the long-run result
isfinancial strain and alienation of the
“losers” in the competition for resources. EXHIBIT 4 | A PROCESS FOR BUDGETING FOR EQUITY
A successfuland sustainable
approach to budgeting for equity needs

tobe based on some other model than a Gain Commitment
win-lose game—like GFOA's Financial Articulate a compelling vision PILLAR 1
Foundations Framework. Based on Nobel 3
Prize-winningresearch, the Financial Define equity PILLAR 1
Foundations Frameworklays out five <
pillars for financial decision-making, as Discover your critical equity issues PILLAR 2, PILLAR 3
shown in Exhibit 3. (Learn more about
the Framework at gfoa.org/financial- Establish goals and measures PILLAR 2, PILLAR 3
foundations.)

Inthis section, we will outline
an approach tobudgeting for equity Program Budgeting
thatis consistent with the Financial
Foundations Framework. Exhibit Inventory|programs: 4

4 outlines the four elements of the
budgeting for equity process, each of
which are described below.

» Find programs with highest leverage to achieve equity goals PILLAR &

v

——— Determine programs to expand, keep or cut* PILLAR 4, PILLAR5 4

Gain Commitment

Budgeting for equity is a departure

from the traditional way of budgeting Turn the Curve Planning

ingovernments. The traditional way ) Develop Turn the Curve plan PILLAR 3
hasseveraladvantages that account for ay
its popularity and staying power,2so a Low or no cost ideas Ideas that cost money

new method demands anintentional
strategy for convincing people to try

somethingdifferent. Allocate Resources

Step 1: Articulate a compelling vision.
A compelling vision attracts people
totheidea of budgeting for equity and
builds the excitement needed to try
doingitin anew way. *Cutting low priority programs frees up money for higher impact spending

Use planning to inform budget guidance and proposals PILLAR 4, PILLAR5 ¢

—p Decide which proposals are most valuable and allocate money PILLAR5
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Step 2: Define equity. Because fairnessis
anuanced concept, the term “equity” is
often used in an imprecise way. Working
together, local government employees
should define what equity means for their
community, while doing their bestto
manage theinherent tensions. Fairness
is essential for people to have trustin

the budget process. Think of trustas the
oil thatallows the process torun. Trust
isnecessary tonavigate the difficult
decisions the community will face in how
to allocate resources.

“Polarity Management”®is atechnique
forrecognizing and balancing tensions
by helping participants combine the
best of different perspectives without
overemphasizing any of them specifically.
Polarity Management hasa greatdeal
of potential for navigating tensions
related to budgeting for equity. For
example, some communities may have
historical circumstances that contribute
to present-day inequities, which might
create a tension between looking to the
pastversuslooking to the future. Polarity
Management can help find a balancing
pointas partofadefinition of equity that
hasbroad support.

Step 3: Discover your critical equity
issues. Examine demographic and
socioeconomic data about your
community to discover where there are
disparitiesin the opportunities available
to—or outcomes experienced by—people
of adifferentrace, socioeconomic class,
or other characteristics relevant to your
community.

Step 4: Establish goals and measures.
The beauty in budgeting, if thereis such
athing, isinturninga grand ideal like
equityintoreal, measurableresultsby
way of programs and projects planned
down totheline item. How does this
happen? Anyone who has assembled a
piece of IKEA furniture can appreciate
thatithelps to have words to go with
the pictures. In the same way, the more
we can articulate our equity goals, the
more successful we'llbe in budgeting,
implementing, and accomplishing them.
Montgomery County, Maryland,
provides an example of establishing
measurable equity goals. This county of
more than one million people, just north of
Washington, D.C., is among the wealthiest

countiesin America. By any aggregate
measure of well-being—income,
education, and public health—lifein
Montgomery County is good. Hidden
within the aggregate data, though,
are tens of thousands of residents
livingin poverty, failing in school, and
suffering chronicillness.
Montgomery County’s goals are not
unusual. They include thriving youth
and families, safer neighborhoods,
and a greener county. Where the
county diverges from the normis
in the indicators of progress toward
the goals. Instead of measuring
population-wide averages, the county
measuresracial gaps, specificallyin
studentachievement, employment,
and life expectancy. The reason for
focusing on disparities is not because
outcomes for all groups must be equal,
butbecause understanding disparities
(whoisimpacted and why) allows
governments to design strategies that
increase access, opportunity, and
support for disadvantaged groups.

Program Budgeting

Mario Cuomo, the late governor of New
York, famously said, “You campaignin
poetry. Yougovernin prose.” He could
have gone on to say that you budgetin
particulars.

Thelocal government budget
hastraditionally been divided into
departments. Departments are useful
for day-to-day management of services,
butitis often unclear what services a
department provides. Thisis where
programs come in. A program describes
asetofrelated activities or tasks
intended to produce a desired result for
constituents. Generally, a programis
broader than aline item or task but more
detailed than a department or entire
function, butalso different. Examples
of programs include residential
buildinginspections, snow and ice
removal, code enforcement, open space
preservation, or financialreporting.

Abudget thatis based on programs
shows what the government does, how
much it costs to provide the programs,

Understanding disparities (who is impacted and why) allows
governments to design strategies that increase access,
opportunity, and support for disadvantaged groups.
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and the fees and charges associated
with recovering costs for the programs.
A program budget supports budgeting
for equity because the government
canmore easilyidentify the services
thatare the most powerful levers for
achieving equity goals. This then forms
the basis for developing criteria for how
toallocate funding.

Step 1: Inventory your programs.
Aprograminventoryisalistofallthe
programs offered by the government.
Belowis an example of a partial
inventory of programsin the planning,
building, and code enforcement
function:

= Public hearing support planningand
zoning issues building construction
inspections

= Businesslicensereviewand
compliance home occupation
inspections

= Building construction plan review
work without permits

= Gradinganddrainage planreview
businesslicensing

= Buildingconstruction and permitting
site planreview

Ideally, agovernment will inventory
allits programs. If thatisn't possible,
perhaps because of time or resource
constraints, itis possible to inventory
the programs only within the functional
areas thatare mostrelevant to your
equity goals. You canlearn more about
the details behind creating a program
inventoryin GFOA's “The Challenges and
Promise of Program Budgeting.”

Step 2: Find programs with the highest
leverage for achieving equity goals.
While some programs are more
important than others, which are which?
Salt Lake City, Utah, and the City of
Columbia, South Carolina, illustrate how

programs can be prioritized. Both cities
developed a set of criteria to evaluate
programs. Each city had two criteria
related to equity: equity “process” and
equity “outcomes.”

Equity process judges the extent to
which programs were based on a clear and
accurate analysis of the community’s
needs. Equity outcomes judge a program’s
potential impact on the city’s equity goals.
Both criteria bring keyideas from the
“gain commitment” element of Exhibit 4
intobudgeting.

Each programin Salt Lake City and
Columbia was judged against these
criteria using a O through 4 rating scale,
where 4 is the best score and 0 the worst.
The best score on equity outcomes:

“The programreaches diverse residents
and helps them overcome historical
barriers to their success and participate in
Columbia’s economic vitality and growth.”
The bestscore on the equity process:
“Program design and decisions reflect

EXHIBIT 5 | RATIONALE FOR SALT LAKE CITY’S CIVILIAN RESPONSE TEAM

Traditional Public Safety Call-for-Service Model

Homelessness Calls I

Mental Health Calls &

Emergency Calls I

Non-Emergency Calls I

Homelessness Calls |

Mental Health Calls »
Sworn Response

Emergency Calls I

= Phone Report

- Online Report Non-Emergency Calls

CRST/Social-Work Diverted Call-for-Service Model

I MH/Social Services

| Sworn Response

= Phone Report

5 Online Report

I Civilian Response

EXHIBIT 6 | SCORING MATRIX FOR SALT LAKE CITY CIVILIAN RESPONSE TEAM BUDGET PROPOSAL

Community

Equity Impact -

Equity Impact -

Economic

Environment &

LELTLEL Reliance Cost Recover . L Infrastructure
Y Benefit Process Outcome Development Sustainability
. Meets 2 or M 2orl
Other public sector Program does not Less than 25% . . . . eets 20 lgss eets‘ or'ess Meets 2 or less of
. N N N No relationship to No relationship to of Economic of Environment N
0 No mandate entities provide this currently generate of community oo - N PR the infrastructure
. - equity impact(s) equity impact(s) Dev y N
service revenue benefiting . " metrics
metrics metrics
Program design and Program helps Meets 3-4
Other private sector Program recovers 25% to 50% decision-making some but not all Meets 3-4 Economic . Meets 3-4
- . N . Environment & .
2 Self mandate entities provide this <50% of program of community reflects some stakeholders Development Sustainabilit infrastructure
service expense benefiting understanding of overcome unique metrics ) ¥ metrics
" . . metrics
disparities barriers to success
Program design Program allocates
Tonf - 9 Seslg g Meets 5 or Meets all 5
City is the sole Program recovers Majority of and decision- resources . N Meets 4-5 or more
State or federal q . o p more Economic Environment & X
4 provider of this 50% or more of community (51%+) making reflects or creates - infrastructure
mandate . o N . Development Sustainability N
service program expense benefiting deep understanding opportunities that N ) metrics
A s metrics metrics
of disparities help stakeholders
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deep understanding of disparitiesin the
city via prior program evaluation, data
analysis, and community engagement.”
The evaluation alsoincluded
other considerations that were not
necessarily related to equity butare
nonethelessimportant for making
good decisions about how to allocate
resources among programs. Some
examples of criteria that were common
to both Salt Lake City and Columbia
include:

= Reachintothe population: do many
people benefit, or just a few?

= Demand:istheneed for thisservice
increasing or declining?

= Reliance: is the city the sole possible
provider of this service? Or can other
entities better provide this service?

Allthe criteria together form the basis
for clearrules on howresources will be
allocated.

Step 3: Determine which programs
to expand, keep, or cut. Thereisa
strong case to keep or perhaps expand
programs that score well on criteria
like those used by Salt Lake City
and Columbia. The formation and
expansion of Salt Lake City's Civilian
Response Team is agood example. The
Civilian Response Team program was
created to be a public safety response to
low-hazard, non-emergency, police-
related calls for service. The intentis to
supplement traditional police response
with responders who have different skill
sets thatare a better fit for certain types
of calls, asillustrated in Exhibit 5.
Aswecanseein Exhibit6, the
Civilian Response Team scored highly
onmany of the city’s criteria. It also
received the lowest score on several
criteria. Rarely will alocal government
find the perfect program that addresses
allthe criteria equally well. The job of
the budgetisto find the programs that
have the greatest potential and weigh
trade-offsamong these options.
Justlike any otherlocal government,
Salt Lake City and Columbia must
balance their budgets within revenue
constraints. This could mean that
expanding programs need to be
balanced outwith cutsin otherareas.
Cuts can be targeted to programs that
don't score well against the criteria.

EXHIBIT 7 | TURN THE CURVE PLANNING

@ How are we doing on the data?

What is our action plan
to turn the curve?

What works to
turn the curve?

Source: Clear Impact

There are many ways to fund ideas
for new or expanded programs. For
example, the City of Pueblo, Colorado,
wanted to fund $1.5 million for 40
equity-enhancing opportunities, so
theyidentified $1.6 million in resource
reallocation and revenue-generating
opportunities from 71 programmatic
recommendations. To enhance revenue,
the city expanded municipal snow and
iceremoval services to additional paying
customers, generating $100,000. Another
ideaincluded placing solar panels on city-
owned facilities. To reduce costs, public
hearings for planning and zoning issues
moved strictly to web-based meetings.

Though each of these examples are
modest, 71 of them added up to a big
impact.

Turn the Curve Planning

Programs cover the breadth of whata
localgovernment does. However, to find
the mostleverage to achieve equity goals,
alocalgovernment may need to go deeper
than a program inventory. Alimitation of
aprogram inventoryisthatitstarts with
what the government is already doing—it
lists the services that are being provided
now. Butthese programs may notbe the
offerings that have the highest possible
leverage for achieving the government'’s
goals. Recall thatimproving people’slives
via public policy is difficult. The starting
point for making a positive differenceis to
define the problem correctly.

Turnthe Curveisaplanning method
that starts with data, probes for root
causes, and identifies evidence-based
actions. This method was originated by

Turn the Curve

What is the story

behind the curve? e

Who are the partners
who have a role to play
in turning the curve?

MarkFriedmaninhisbook, Trying Hard
Is Not Good Enough,* and is overviewed
in GFOA and International City/County
Management Association’s “Defining
the Problem: The Missing Piece to Local
Government Planning.” There are five
stepsin Turn the Curve planning, as
shownin Exhibit 7.

If welookback to Exhibit 4, we see
that program budgeting maylead to the
realization that the government doesn't
know if a given program really does
malke a difference, thereby prompting
the government to develop a Turn the
Curve plan for that program. As Exhibit 4
alsoshows, agovernment could engage
in Turn the Curve planning to figure out
the best way to achieve its equity goals,
independent of program budgeting.

Whatis the story behind the curve?
Who are the partners who have a
government to develop a Turn the Curve
plan for that program. As Exhibit 4 also
shows, agovernment could engage in
Turn the Curve planning to figure out
the best way to achieve its equity goals,
independent of program budgeting.

Step 1. How are we doing on the data?
Turnthe Curve planning starts by
charting outabaseline. Abaselineis
amultiyear display of data with two
parts: ahistorical part that shows where
we've been, and a forecast part that
shows where we are headed if we stay
on our current course. The baseline
shown in Exhibit 8is from a city with a
growing housing affordability problem.
Baselines allow us to define success

as doing better than the baseline—or
“turning the curve.”
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Step 2. What is the story behind the curve
of the baseline? What are the causes and
the forces at work? Why does the trend
lookthe way it does? Friedman calls this
the epidemiology part of the work. As the
sayinggoes, “a problem well-defined is a
problem half-solved.”

Often, the causes behind inequity are
multifaceted and deep-rooted. For the city
with declining housing affordability, the
factsbehind the curveinclude factors
such asrestrictive zoninglaws, high
construction costs, limited access to
credit, and weak tenants’rights. If not
for ample land availability, low property
taxes, and arobusthomebuyer education
program, housing affordability would be
evenworse.

One critical stepin understanding the
story behind the curveisto disaggregate
the dataandreveal therole ofrace,
geography, and other factors thatimpact
housing affordability. Anotheris to
look for bright spots tolearn from, such
as peoplelivingin decent, affordable
housing with little or no governmenthelp.

Step 3. Who are the partners with a role
to play in turning the curve? Most curves
related to equitable outcomes cannot

be turned by local government acting
onits own. Local governments should
castawidenetfor partners. Partners

for tackling housing affordability might
include developers, urban planners,
banks, churches, other governments,
business groups, nonprofits,
neighborhood associations, universities,
advocates, media, foundations, and
consultants.

Step 4. What works to turn the curve?
Ideasforturning the curve should flow
from the story behind it. For example,
ifone cause of the housingburdenisa
shortage of housing supply, then what are
some ways to increase supply?

The search for answers should cover
research, best practices from other
places, experience, and professional
judgment. Thelist of potential solutions
should range from low-cost/no-cost
strategies (zoninglaw changes) to
“blank check” options (construction of
subsidized low-income units).

Step 5. What is our action plan to turn the
curve? The basic notion of an action plan
iswho does what, when, and how.

The problem is that too many
plansjump to solutions without fully
understanding the problem. Evaluate
and prioritize the solutions from Step 4
of Turn the Curve planning using a set
of criteria, which mightinclude impact,
feasibility, and equity. Next, fit the
best solutions togetherinto a coherent,
cascading strategy. Finally, document
eachmilestone and action step to provide
adetailed road map for implementation.

The cityin our example generated 35
“whatworks” ideas and prioritized 13 of
them foritsaction plan. Theyinclude
gap financing to turn the upper floors of
commercial buildings into affordable
housing, exploring an inclusionary
zoning program, and hiring a fair housing
ombudsperson.

The action plan might suggest which
programs to expand, create, or eliminate,
which hasimplications for the budget.

EXHIBIT 8 | BASELINE FOR HOUSING AFFORDABILITY

Percent of Rental Households Earning Below $49,999 Annually Paying More than 30% of Income of Housing
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Allocate resources

Evenwith strong commitment, clear goals,
and detailed plans, budgeting for equity
can be stifled by the traditional budget
process, which is designed to preserve
status quo spending patterns, minimize
conflict, and stop or slow change.
Transforming the budget processis beyond
the scope of this article, but there are steps
local governments can take to give equity
leverage in budget decision-making.

Step 1. Use planning to inform budget
guidance and proposals. In their book
The Price of Government,® David Osborne
and Peter Hutchinson suggest that
budgeting should be an exercise in
purchasingresults, notfundingline
items. In the same way that they would
issue arequest for proposal (RFP) to buy
agood or service from a private company,
local governmentleaders should issue
arequest forresults (RFR] to specify to
departments what they are looking for
inthe budget. Turn the Curve planning
canbe translated into thiskind of
budget guidance, giving departments
specifications, and even detailed
instructions, that they are expected to
incorporate into spending proposals.

Step 2. Make decisions about which
proposals are most valuable. Decision-
makingisbothartandscience. Start with
the science: develop arubric for scoring
budget proposals that gives points for
alignment with the guidance, program
performance, strength of evidence,
efficient use of resources, and other
important factors. For the art, convene a
team toreview all the budget proposals
pertinent to each equity goaland advise
about how well they collectively fit
togetherinto a complete, coherent
approach and where there may be gaps,
overlaps, or other shortcomings.

! Elinor Ostrom was awarded the Nobel Memorial Prize in
Economic Sciences in 2009. Her work focused on how
human beings come together to solve social dilemmas
similarly to the way in which a resource held in common

should be managed. GFOA's Financial Foundations
Framework is based on her work.

2 The classic piece supporting this is: Aaron Wildavsky,
“A budget for all seasons? Why the traditional budget lasts,”
Public Administration Review, 1978.

3 Barry Johnson, Polarity Management: Identifying and
Managing Unsolvable Problems (H R D Press: 2014).

4 Mark Friedman, Trying Hard Is Not Good Enough
(BookSurge Publishing: 2009).

S David Osborne and Peter Hutchinson, The Price of
Government: Getting the Results We Need in an Age of
Permanent Fiscal Crisis (Basic Books: 2006).
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Summary

udgeting for equity holds
great promise for helping
local governments make their
communities better places to
live forall people. Itcan be the
bridge from a set ofideals to actual results,
eventhoughitcanseemlike arope bridge
across an unfriendlyriver, with planks
missinghere and there. That's because
equityisanewand nuanced entrantin the
fiercely competitive contest called local
government budgeting and planning.
Inthe fights over whatis fairand who
getswhat, there are tensions borne of
ideology, self-interest, and impatience.
We have described four such tensions
inherent to budgeting for equity:

= Equality of opportunities versus
equality of outcomes

= Symbols versus substance
= Breadthversusdepth
= Jdealism versus pragmatism

When we approach a bridge, getting to
the other side is usually the goal—but

When we approach a bridge,
getting to the other side

is usually the goal—but
managing the tensions of
budgeting for equity requires
meeting in the middle.

managing the tensions of budgeting
for equity requires meetingin the
middle. Whetherit's agreeing on what
equity meansin your community,
balancinginspiring slogans with
substantive planning, prioritizing
time and resources, or settling for less
than everything youwant, thereare
ways to make budgeting for equity an
affirming and effective endeavor.
Rope bridges aren’t so scary when
you take them step by step. That’s
where the process comes in. We have
outlined four proven techniques for
implementing budgeting for equity:

Gain commitment. Identify disparities
inyour community and establish
goalstoliftup those who have been
disadvantaged.

Program budgeting. Break your
budgetdown and examine how each

program can contribute to achieving
your equity goals.

Turn the Curve planning. Define the
problems underlying persistent
disparities so that you have the insight
needed to find effective solutions.

Allocate resources. Change your
budgeting from fundingline items
to purchasingresultsby giving
departments clear expectations and
instructions to guide their budget
proposals.

We've shown you the ropes—the steps
areyours to take.
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