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Contribution Versus Collaboration

BY KATIE LUDWIG

he City of Issaquah,
Washington, hasamission:
to “enhance lives through
public service.” Itsvisionis to
“be a progressive, customer-
focused, sustainable organization that
valuesits employees and is committed
toinnovative solutions.” City staff
supportthe mission and vision by
living out the city’s “SALMON values”:

We make trustthe
foundation of ourrelationships and
cultivate it daily.

We hold ourselves
accountable to the highest standards
inallwe say and do. Our actions are
consistently respectful, direct, honest,
and transparent.

As selflessleaders,
we take the initiative to engage others
and create the momentum to accomplish
the city’s vision for the interest ofall
stakeholders.

We sustain
an effective, compassionate, and
approachable team environment
through our actions and words, while
understanding that there are different
communication styles.

We are accountable
for our actions while actively supporting
each other to create an atmosphere
thatleverages our strengths aswell as
encouraging employee growth.

We are enthusiastic, focused,
dedicated, and productive employees
who are proactive in our service to the
community.

While these values don't explicitly
mention collaboration, Dale Markey-
Crimp and Susie Monsell in the city’s
Finance Departmentbelieve itis
essential to their work.
Markey-Crimp, Issaquah’s citywide
performance measurement and
management program analyst, has

worked for the city for two years.
“My role has shifted alot since I've been
with the City of Issaquah,” she said.
“Icamein asamanagement analyst for
performance and budget, and worked very
closely with Susie on the budget the first
summer and fall thatI was on staff. My
role has shifted over time toreally focus
more on performance with alens on how
performance and data-driven storytelling
supports departmentsin making the case
for their budgets. Probably the bulk of my
roleisaround performance measurement
and management across all departments,
data analysis and data visualization,
program evaluation and improvement,
and then data-driven storytelling.”
Markey-Crimp explained that she
works closely with both the Finance
Department and the Executive Office.
“I'sitwithin Finance and meet most
regularly with our finance director,
although Iwould say a lot of my work
is ‘side quests’, and most of those side
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quests come from the Executive Office.
In addition to performance, Idoalot

of projectmanagement, and even with
performance, a lot of those projects come
from the Executive Office, even though
they're often used within the context of
our budget.”

Monsellis the city’s budget manager.
Herroleis focused on developing,
maintaining, and monitoring the budget
and assisting departments on budget-
related matters, including budget
amendments. She started with the city in
April 2019 as budget analyst. “I've been
in and around the city’s budget for four
and a halfyears, andithaschanged alot.
One of the biggest changes is that when
Istarted, we had an annual budget, and
we now have abiennial budget.” Monsell
also coordinates the development of the
city’s capital improvement plan, which
alternates every other year with the
development of the operating budget.

Monsell sees herrole as supporting the
departmentsin achieving their goals.
“More often than not, myrole is doing
something on behalf of someone else. My
roleis tobuild the budget, maintain it, get
itthrough city council, and more, butit’s
notthe Finance Department’s budget. It's
notthe budget manager’s budget. It'sthe
entire city’sbudget. So much of what the
city wants to be able to do—whetherit’s
continuing to provide the same services
or providing a new program—becomes
reality through the budget process, so
Ithink of my role as a supporter of these
other functions,” she said.
Markey-Crimp seesherroleina
similarlight. “My work atits essence
isunderstanding and sharing how the
cityis performing on the promisesit’s
made to the community. Ican'tdo that
without working with departments
becauseitis their work that we've made
promises to the community about. For
me, collaboration often meansreally
understanding the work of all the people
around me, so thatIcan help them tell
their story—which hopefully leads back
tomoreinvestmentin their work. I can't
domy jobwithoutgainingthe trust
of my coworkers and getting them to
want to come to the table with me,” she
explained.

Human connection,
trust-building, and
empathy-building need
to be established before
collaboration can occur.”

DALE MARKEY-CRIMP
CITY OF ISSAQUAH
PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT
AND MANAGEMENT ANALYST

“Tam someone with significant control
issues,” Monsell said. “I'm a details
person, and beingin Budget, Ilive and die
by how accurate or detailed something
is,and Iwanttobe able to explain it down
to the dollar. It's often a challenge for me
when working with other people on the
budget or the capital improvement plan,
thatIfind myself thinking, ‘Well, Iknow
howIcandothisbetter.Idon'thaveto
deal with this other person. Icando this
faster.Icandoitbetter. But the problem
isthatonce the budgetis adopted, that's
the departments’ budget. They're the ones
who have to own the actual work. They
have tomalke sure that they're spending
thedollars. They need to be aware of
what'sinit, and they need to know what
wentinto those decisions.”

Thisrealization has prompted Monsell
tofocus on developing a budget process in
which department staff play amore active
role. “Yes, I could probably putin their data
faster, I could probably processit faster. I
could make itlook exactly the way I wanted
ittolook—butthenI'm the only one who
knows how it works,” Monsell explained.

“Collaboration equals working together
on something versus contributing to
something,” Monsell said.

Markey-Crimp agreed and lamented
that sometimes collaboration can become
a “false flag” and leave people feeling
resentful when “collaboration” is really
“Ineed you to do something for me, so
I'm going to call this collaboration, and
thenitcanbe done to you,” she said.

She explained thatreal collaboration
involves “two or more parties coming to
the table and seeing that time together,
that product, whatever comes out of thatas
something thatis mutually beneficial.”

“Ithinkthat's the challenge—when
we're not necessarily puttingin the human
connection work or building empathy to
collaborate, and we're looking for people
to contribute to something,” Markey-
Crimp said. “Sometimes contribution is
appropriate. It's just that when we call
itcollaboration, but what we wantis
contribution, we're misleading people.”

This dynamic can alsonegatively affect
public engagement, according to Markey-
Crimp. “Ithinkthere’'s a similar thing we do
with the public, where we come to the table
and say, ‘Hey, we want you to collaborate
withusonthisidea, or this project, or this
plan, butreally, we've already formulated
what we want,” she said. “Ithinkthat’s
localgovernmentatits worst. Human
connection, trust-building, and empathy-
building need to be established before
collaboration can occur.”

“It'sachallenge to find the right balance
for coordination, collaboration, and
connection in aremote or hybrid
environment,” Monsell said. “I'm one of
those rare people who, given the option,
would love for things to go back to exactly
the way they were before the pandemic.
One ofthe mainreasons this hybrid or
remote environmentis challenging tome
isthatIfeellike interactions have become
very transactional, and thatit'sharder to
feel that connection. I often find myself
over-communicating and over-connecting,
trying get back to some semblance of what
that feltlike before the pandemic.”

Local governments need to encourage
more spontaneous remote interactions,
like picking up the phone and calling
each other when they have questions,
Markey-Crimp said. “Ithink there's alot
of overscheduling that happens when
we workin a hybrid environment that
prevents that natural connection.”
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She went on to explain that without that
connection, “you get to the table, and
someone’s got a fully baked plan, and
they're asking you to contribute to it, not
collaborate on it.”

Monsell shared how the city worked
together on its capital improvement
plan (CIP) this year as a good example of
collaborationin action. “This is the third
CIPI'vebeen partof sinceIcametothe
city, and for each of the last three we've
worked hard to build in more input from
the departments, soit'snotjustFinance
saying, ‘Allright, this is what we need.
Thisisthe ultimate product that we're
going toimplement.”

This year, city staff collaborated to

develop selection criteria for CIP projects.

Agroup thatincluded representatives
from several departments developed
the criteria and finalized the definitions
and descriptions of each criterion. The
group deliberated over several weeks
about the criteria and how theyrelate to

VISION

The City of Issaquah will be a progtessive, customer-focused, sustainable organization that values its employees and is committed to innovative solutions.

SUSTAIN TRUST ACT WITH INTEGRITY

We make trust the foundation We hold ourselves and each
of our relationships

and cultivate it daily.

other accountable to the
highest standards in all we
say and do. Our actions are

consistently respectful, direct,

honest and transparent.

the city’s priorities. The purpose of this
collaboration was twofold: to ensure that
the plan would be approved by the city
council and tomake sure the city was
effectively communicating the plan to
the community.

“Successful collaboration comes
from psychological safety. It's not
justaboutdoing the communicating;
it's about beingin an environmentin
which communication can happen
productively,” Markey-Crimp said.
“I'think Susie and Iare pretty lucky.
We maintain alot of relationships
across the organization where we feel
like we can disagree in a way that
doesn't feel so painful that we can't
have the conversation. Butit's taken
us alotof time to get to that place, even
with just some colleagues, and those
are the places where the most magical
collaboration happens.”

Markey-Crimp’s work with the city’s
Human Services teamisanother
example of collaboration. “They are

LEAD WITH RESPECT ~ MASTER COMMUNICATION

As selfless leaders, we take
the initiative to engage
others and create

We sustain an effective,
compassionate and approachable
team environment through our
momentum to accomplish actions and words, while
the City’s vision for the
interest of all stakeholders.

understanding that there are
different communication styles.

CITY OF

theleadersin our organization around
performance measurement and
management, and telling their story
with data,” she said. “And ithasled to
some significant financial investments
inthe work that they're doing. That
happened because they've been so great
aboutgathering data and demonstrating
itsimpact, and coming up with new
programs that are based on the analysis
thatthey've done, so they keep coming to
me for support.”

Markey-Crimp credits the Human
Services team with understanding their
limits and reaching out for assistance.
“From the start, they were able to
acknowledge the boundaries of whatthey
could do. They knew they needed to be
able to do something differently, butthey
didn't have the skills or knowledge to do
it, and they were willing to acknowledge
that,” she said. “Idon't thinklocal
government is always structured in a way
thatallows us toadmit that and to look for
help outside of our departments.”

We, as City of Issaquab employees, are committed to:

MISSION

We enhance lives through public service.

OWN YOUR ACTIONS "NGAGED

We are accountable for our actions
while actively supporting each
other to create an atmosphere that
leverages our strengths, as well as

We are enthusiastic, focused,
dedicated and productive
employees who are proactive in
our services to the community.

encourages employee growth.

ISSAQUAH

WASHINGTON
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Issaquah’s citywide Strategic Plan outlines the city’s goals, which Dale Markey-Crimp strives to
support through her work. “My work at its essence is understanding and sharing how the city is
performing on the promises it’s made to the community,” she says.

Take time to figure out the big picture
and understand everyone’s role. Markey-
Crimp and Monsell both emphasized
thathavinga shared understanding
of the overall goalis animportant
precursor to effective collaboration.

“Ialways think about that Rumi
poem about the elephantin the dark
and how much of our workis that we
allhave our hands on one part of the
elephant,” Markey-Crimp said. “I'mnot
even talking about the massive range of
government work. I'm sayingin a single
project, we allhave our hands on one
partof the elephant, whether thatbe the
plan andits goals, or the budget and its
expenditures, or theimplementation, or
the performance and impact measuring.
No projectis just one of those things.
We have to collaborate to do our work
completely, but thatrequires everyone
realizing that the elephant in the dark
isnotjustthe partthey're touching
and thatwhatwe're touchingisnot
always the mostimportant piece.”

Local government staff are often
juggling many different projects
and priorities, so timeis a precious
commodity—but Markey-Crimp believes

thereisavaluein colleagues taking
the time to talkabout what part of the
elephantinthe darktheyare each
touching so they can gain understanding
and a sense of shared ownership. “I've
been working on some data analysis
around our procurement and payment
processes, and there's been some tension
and some anecdotes thatare turning into
stories about where the bottlenecks are,
from when we startnegotiating a contract,
allthe way to when we pay someone for
the work they do, and where those things
arenotmovingastheyshould. Ithasa
lotto dowith this story, which precedes
both of us, about ‘the black box of finance,’
and alot of thatisbecause we don'tdoa
good job telling the story of what we do. I
thinkitsets up an expectation thatasan
internal service we're just an extension of
theiradministrative team, and that our
workis simply responsive to theirneed.”
Markey-Crimp would like to see Finance
staff—notdirectors and managers, butthe
staff members doing the work to process
invoices and review contracts—going to
speaktoemployeesin other departments
about what theydo. “I don’t quite know
why we don't, except it seemslike that'sa
‘nice to have’'rather than essential. We're
taught that we're too impossibly busy to do
that, but we would be less busy spending
our time emailingbackand forthif we

wentand made those personal connections
onthefrontend,” she explained.

Develop shared expectations. In addition
tounderstanding the big picture, Markey-
Crimp also thinks developing shared
routines and expectations canaidin
collaboration. “One thing I'm noticingina
projectI'm working on now is that we don’t
have aclearand shared expectation,” she
said, adding that Finance’s goalis to process
invoices that come to them within two
days—butstaffin the other departments
don'tknow that, creating uncertainty and
frustration surrounding the process. The
situation would benefitif Finance and

the departments worked together to set
expectations for how they can work together
moving forward, she said. “That takes a
level of self-reflection and ownership, to be
the one to offer a bit of vulnerability around
why things haven't worked well. That'sa
hard thingtodoasahuman, andit'seven
harder when youdon'thave a pre-existing
relationship with someone.”

Earn trust by following up and following
through. Animportant part of earning her
colleagues’ trust is “following through on
whatIsaid Iwould do,” Monsell said. “It
hastobe atwo-way street, so the people
I'm asking forinformation, they know
when they come to me for something,
they're going to get the same kind of
response time back.”

Monsell alsomentioned the importance
of asking for more time to complete a project
or task, ifneeded. “If yousaid, T'l1get this to
you on Tuesday, and we can continue this
discussion then,’and if you're notable to
doitby Tuesday—because things happen—
then communicate that. It seemslike such
asimple thing, butithasbeen massive for
meinbuilding thoserelationshipsand
gettingwhatweallneed.”

Finance staff can build trustbylistening
totheir colleagues and incorporating their
feedbackinto processes, Monsell added. “As
we go through these iterative processes—
multiple budgets and multiple CIPs—we
incorporate the feedback we hear from the
departments.”

Ask open-ended questions. One of the
strategies Monsell has found especially
helpfulin encouraging true collaboration
isasking open-ended questions. “Tome,
that's one of the big differences between
collaborating and just contributing.
Contributingis ‘Thave this specific question
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for you. What's the answer?' Whereas
with collaborating, it's ‘What do you think
aboutthis? Whatam Imissing? What else
needs to gointo this? Are you okay with
this? Doyouhave any concerns?’' I get
far better feedbackwhenIdo that;it’'s far
more collaborative. The other person feels
like they've had a hand in buildingit just
asmuchasIhave,” shesaid.
Markey-Crimp agrees that asking
open-ended questionsis an effective
strategy for encouraging collaboration
and believesitrequires some humility
and awillingness to be vulnerable. “You're
telling the other person, ‘Isee youasan
expertinthisand I'm acknowledging my
ownshortcoming. lamnotan all-knowing
person.’ That's maybe vulnerability
withalowercasev, butitisanactof
vulnerability,” she said, adding that there
isvaluein managers modeling thiskind
of vulnerability, helping others begin
torealize they aren't expected to know
everythingeither. “When you give people
opportunities to see others acknowledging
theboundaries of their own expertise,
that’s when collaboration happens.”

Meet in person when you can. Monsell
believes that working remotely can be
isolating and lead to people becoming too
internally focused.

“When you're working by yourself, for
the most part, you have fewer meetings,
fewer calls, and fewer interactions with
other people. [ had very few meetings
when itwasn't budget season, and I found
myself becoming guilty of something
thatIresented in other people, which
was when you're trapped in that world all
on your own and you are so focused on
your work, your deliverables, and your
responsibilities, it's so easy to believe
thatwhat's mostimportant to youis
the mostimportant thingto everybody
else, too,” Monsell said. To combat this,
she tries to meet with people in person
as often as possible. “Being able to see
when someone is extremely busy, even
withouthaving toaskthem, makesahuge
difference,” she said.

During the conversations about CIP
selection criteria, abouthalf the people
participated remotely and halfin-
person, she added. “What we got from the
people who were in the room was more
collaborative than what we got from some
of the remote folks because when you're
remote, it'shard to know when to jumpin.

Once the budget is
adopted, that's the
departments’ budget.
They need to be
aware of what's in
it, and they need to
know what went into
those decisions.”

SUSIE MONSELL
CITY OF ISSAQUAH
BUDGET MANAGER

You can'tjustopen your mouth to signal,
‘Alright, I'm ready to say something now.”

Meeting with peoplein personisalso
necessary for trust and empathy to take
rootinthe organization, Markey-Crimp
said. “Part of sustaining trustis building
empathy, and part of building empathy is
knowing what the experienceis for that
person, dayinand day out. WhenImeet
with a colleague in person and they're
constantly bombarded with people
walking by their office and asking them
questions, thatisuseful context forme
tohave whenIthinkabout how to get that
person’s time and attention,” she said.
“It'salso important for me to be able to
thank them when they are closing that
office door to spend time withme.Ican't
putenough emphasison the importance
ofinterpersonal connection. Now, that
doesn’'t mean that we meet in person
every time. Clearly, we leverage the
flexibility of the computer to do alot of
our work.”

Know when it makes more sense to
meet virtually. “Be intentional about
connecting online whenitisuseful,”
said Markey-Crimp. “Susie and Ilearned,
when collaborating in the 2021 COVID

era, is that when you are screen-sharing,
looking atdocuments or financial data
systems, it'sactually easier to do that
over the computer than doingitin person.
Thelastthing youwanttodoislean

over someone’s shoulder and breathe on
them from behind while they show you
something.”

Avoid surprises by communicating
consistently and intentionally. Monsell
emphasized the importance of consistent
communication and giving people
advance notice. “One of the biggest things
thatIdonow, whenIhaveinstructions
coming out, or we're launching data
entry, is to be saying for months ahead

of time, ‘By the way, we're going be doing
thisin March, and you're going be getting
thisfrommein April.’Ifeel almostlike
anuisance, butit's been so effective. By
the time we get there, they've known this
was coming for three months, and it'snot
asurprise,” she explained.

“I'totally agree,” Markey-Crimp said.
“Idothe same thing around our annual
performance dataentry,and Isend outa
monthly email to all the data stewards.”

Markey-Crimp added that she has
found successin being veryintentional
about the purpose of ameeting and
being prepared for it. She strives to co-
create the agenda with whoever will be
attending the meeting with her. “Isend
my agendas for my quarterly meetingsin
advance and say, ‘Hey, look at this, this
iswhatIwanttodo. Anything youwant
toadd?' Very rarely does anyone have
anything they want toadd, butatleast
I'mnotshowing up and surprising them.”

Celebrate success and express thanks.
“Setting people up for successis great,
butlet'salso celebrate them when they do
the things successfully,” Markey-Crimp
said. For example, when she sends outan
emailreminding people thatsomething
isdueintwoweeks, sheincludesa
thanks to those who have already
completed the assignment. “Wow, do a
bunch of people try to accomplish it as
soon as possible after they see that folks
dowant to see great work! You have to
thank people when they do what youneed
themto.” 4

Katie Ludwig is director of resource
development in GFOA’s Research and
Consulting Center.
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