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City Manager Casey Toomay has
worked for the city for about 20 years.
Previously the city’'s budget manager,
she now works with Budgetand
Finance, along with the otherinternal
support departments and the public
safety departments—though sheis
more focused on strategy and vision
than on the details of budgeting.

Toomay believes that providing
structure is necessary for collaboration.
The collaboration structures are
designed intentionally to prevent people
from focusing solely on the one issue
they care mostabout. “You can'tjust
say, l want to advocate for kickball,”
Toomay said. “Youdon'tjustget tobe
accountable for your one thing. You
have to be accountable for the whole
boatand everybody that'sinit.”

Getting People in the Same Boat:
Collaboration in Lawrence, Kansas

BY KATIE LUDWIG

eaders for the City of Lawrence,
Kansas, a growing city with a
population of approximately
100,000 people, believe that
collaboration—both internal
and external—is necessary for
the city tomeetitsresidents’
needs. Inrecent years, they have
made significant progress to get their
stakeholdersin the “same boat,” as City
Manager Craig Owens describes the process
of creating a shared understanding of the
city’s challenges and opportunities.
The City of Lawrence is a full-service
city, including solid waste, police, fire,
emergency medical services, and parks and
recreation. The city also operatesalevyand

afew cemeteries. Lawrence is proud to
be the home of the University of Kansas,

which isthelargest employerin the city.

The city also has arich history of
local activism rooted in good govern-
ment and innovation. It was founded
just before the American Civil War
and was home to many anti-slavery
advocates. The National League of
Cities (NLC) was also founded in
Lawrencein 1924.In addition, the
University of Kansas’ city management
program is consistently ranked as
one of the bestin the country. Owens,
who has been city manager since
2019, appreciates thislegacy and the
expectations he has tomeetasaresult.

Alley Porteris the city’'s budget and
strategic initiatives manager. As her
titleindicates, a significant part of
herroleistochange the perception
of the budget from only beinga
numbers document to it being more
of avalues and strategy document.

Porter believes collaboration is
necessary to “finding that compromise
averydiverse population can agree to.”
“WhenIthinkabout collaboration, I
thinkabout the hard work and compro-
mise that comes with our very diverse
community, which has alot of competing
interests and priorities, and the limited
amount of resources we have,” she
explained. “How can we compromise and
acceptdifferentlevels of service for our
priorities? How do we accept that we're
notgoingtodocertain things because
we don't want to fund those things?”

Collaborating to implement the

strategic plan

Toomay explained that the city has
made a conscious effort to “reinforce
collaboration” through the strategic plan
and itsimplementation. She explained
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that the plan outlines the city’'s strategic
outcomes, which describe what the
cityistryingtoachieve, aswell as
commitments, which describe how

the city does the work to achieve the
outcomes. The commitmentslook at
what the cityis trying to achieve through
different lenses such as fiscal steward-
ship, diversity, equity, and inclusion,
community engagement, and workforce
engagement and empowerment. The
city has developed key performance
indicators thatit uses to measure
progress on the strategic plan, and each
indicator has an “outcome champion”
and a “commitment champion.”

“We worked really hard to have key
performance indicators that speak to
each one of those different commitments
for each one of our outcomes,” Toomay
said. For example, in the area of public
safety, there mightbe a different key
performance indicator to address a
commitmentrelated to community per-
ceptions of safety and anotherindicator
toaddress acommitmentrelated to
clearanceratesin the Police Department.

“Oneisameasure of the community
engagement side, and the other beinga
measure of the efficiency side,” Toomay
explained. “We try to make sure that
we're taking into account all of the
different things we need to be successful,
sowe're not just hitting success because
we're doing things the cheapest way.

We want tomake sure we're doing them
efficiently and effectively. We want to
make sure that we're doingthemina
way that engages with the community.”

“For every outcome measure, thereis
acorresponding, overlapping, shared
commitment measure. They share
every measure. There'sno measure
thatdoesn’'thave an outcome champion
and a commitment champion who are
co-leading results in that category,”
Owens said. “It's greatin theory. It's
hard toimplement. We have really had
tostayatthisand be very persistentin
keeping this model working and getting
itmore deeply builtinto the vocabulary
and the DNA of our organization.”

“We were very thoughtful about how
we created the strategic plan to build in
tensions and accountability for these
thingsthat can both be complementary

and leveraged against each other, and
alsocanbeintension and competing
with each other,” Owens added. “An
engaged and empowered workforce is
likely to be better at getting good results
with your community measures and
will provide a higherlevel of service that
will be received well, so that’s where
you could see thatoneisleveraged
against the other,” he explained.
“When you get to the outcome side,
that’s where we see alittle bit more
of the tension,” he said. “We’'d like to
have more police officers, but we'd also
like to have betterroads, so they're
pulling at each other alittle bit more.”
Another tension Toomay described is
between strategic goals and programs
and more basic, legacy programs and
services. “Icould find language in the
strategic plan that justifies justabout
anything we do, but that’s different
from what we've tried to do, which
isnottojustify what we're already
doing,” she said. “We're trying to say,
‘If we were starting from scratch and
designing what we were going to do,
what would those programs look like,
and what would those service delivery
modelsbe?' Ifeellike that's a place
where there's still tension, and there’s
absolutely more collaboration needed.”

“You don'tjust get to be
accountable for your
one thing. You have

fo be accountable for
the whole boat and
everybody that'sinit.

GASEY TOOMAY,
ASSISTANT CITY MANAGER

She cited solid waste pick-up and
disposal as an example. Initially this
service was categorized under the
“Connected City” strategic outcome
because that is where other Public Works
programs were categorized, but the team
realized thatitwasn'tmoving the needle
on any of the Connected City key perfor-
mance indicators. The team then consid-
ered what would the impactbeif the city
just stopped collecting trash, and they
realized that it would negatively impact
the “Strong, Welcoming Neighborhoods”
strategic outcome. This re-categoriza-
tion was more than simply putting a
different label on a program. The process
the city went through to re-categorize
solid waste pick-up from one strategic
outcome to anotherincluded asking
important questions about why the
city even provides this service in the
first place, and itled to greater under-
standing about how to communicate
the value of this service to the public.

Encouraging collaboration with a
shared vocabulary

Owens believes a shared vocabulary
aboutbudgeting and performance

is “incredibly important” because in
Lawrence, the budget “isnotas much
afinancial documentas a values
negotiation.” Justas having ahandle
on a heavy package makesiteasier to
carry, he believes thathaving a shared
vocabulary makes it easier tohave
conversations about complex topics.
Heis proud of the work the city has
done and continues todoin “adding
handles’ so that many more people can
grab ahold of itand express themselves
in our community discussions about
resources.”

Owensrecalled, from his time working
for another city, drafting a transmittal
letter for the budget and sendingit to the
finance department with anote asking
the staff torefrain from adding numbers
toitbecause he wanted tomakeitas
easy as possible for the public to under-
stand. He likened this to the efforts of
Steve Jobs, one of the founders of Apple.
Jobs was committed to making Apple
computers so easy to use thata user
manual would not be needed. Owens
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thinks more local government leaders
need to embrace this way of thinking.

“Welive in a growingly complex
world with anearly infinite amount of
information, so when we use government
accountinglanguage and give the public
budgets with accounting codes and
numbers and use a bunch of jargon from
departments, it's no wonder nobody’s
showingup for our meetings. It's no
wonder we're not getting any useful
comments,” Owens said.

It'smore necessary today than ever,
Owens said, “that we getinput that's
useful, notjustinput that’s provocative
and expresses negativity,” and he
believes thathaving a shared vocabulary
allows the public to provide that useful
input.

“What'suseful tousisinputthatwe
canuse tochange the plan and to deliver
services thatbetter fitthis diverse
community’s interests,” Owens said.
Hebelieves the city’'s efforts are paying
off, not only with members of the public,
but also with community groups. The
city’'s strategic planis approaching five
years of age, and because the city has
been usingit so consistently, community
agencies that the city funds are using the
same shared vocabulary in their funding
proposals.

“They are using that language because
they know that's what we're expecting,”
Owens explained. “They're showing the
key performance indicators. They're
saying, ‘I'm going to offer you a proposal
to getresults.’ That’sbeen a big change.”

Similarly, the city’s elected officials
have embraced the strategic plan.
Lawrence’s elected officials have
turned over since the strategic plan was
developed and adopted. Owens explained
thatbecause the strategic plan plays
such a prominentrole in how the city
operates and how strongly the planis
supported by the community, many of the
newly elected officials “didn’'t come with
necessarily their own platform.” Rather,
theyranasthe best person to getthe
strategic planresults that the community
and the city have agreed upon.

Owens believes this strong support
for the strategic plan is directly related
to the extensive public engagement that
wentinto developingit. He said the city

“Collaboration means we
falked, and then somebody
decided. Co-creation
means thar we are in

this boat fogether, and
whatever we do, we're
going fo appreciate both
the benefits and the
consequences fogether.”

CRAIG OWENS, CITY MANAGER

engaged approximately 3,000 members
of the community while developing the
strategic plan. In addition to holding
their own meetings, Owens said city
staffalso “went outinto the community
where people were gathering.” The city
also trained about 50 of its employees
on how tobe good listeners and gather
data from these interactions.

“We penetrated parts of our
community that had never engaged
before, and we penetrated parts of the
community that never getinvited to the
table. We honored what they told us, we
reflected itbackin the language that we
used,” Owens explained. “I think we were
very effectivein that they are able to
say, ‘Iseemyinputin the plan.’ Now it's
become sacred. Thisis our worktodoasa
community. When we're starting to apply
resources moving toward this vision, we
can say we're moving toward something
instead of away from other things. I'm
notsayingit's gone great, butI am saying
thatit’snice tohave an affirmative
destination and that we have described
asacommunity where we'd like to go.”

Providing structure for collaboration
with the public

Porter agreed on the importance of
providing opportunities for structured col-
laboration and described some of the tools,
including priority-based budgeting (PBB)
and Balancing Act, a public engagement
system. Both of these toolsincorporate
service-level rubrics like those the city
has developed for all of its programs.

The city hasidentified approximately
47 external services it provides, and
foreach service, it has developed
descriptions of whatit would mean to
provide that service atdifferentlevels,
from one to five. “We use plain-language
descriptions so anybody canread these
and understand what we're talking about,”
Owenssaid. “These are external services.
We also built some forinternal services,
which we use to have conversations
internally and set those service levels,
so we know the cost allocation basis.”

With the city’s public engagement tools,
the city shows people whatlevel each
serviceis currently being provided at,
along with the level proposed for the future,
whether that's up or down. The tool also
shows the budgetaryimpact of moving
from one level to another. Owens believes
thatasking the public to provide this
feedbackis away to “put people in the boat
with us, whether they recognize it or not.”

“When you're trying to balance the
budget, you can goin and look and say,
‘Oh, Icouldlive with a level-two service,
and that’s going to get me $80,000
towards balance.’ We did thatacross
all programs, so the public could really
see thisis what we mean by reducing or
increasing services,” he explained. “I'm
really proud of that. I think we're going
to continue torefine that, and I won't
be surprised if alot of cities around the
countryare speakinglike that soon.”

Porter believes one of the biggest
challenges when it comes to collaborating
with the publicisrelated to timing.
Lawrence’s fiscal year starts January 1, but
per Kansas state law, the city must have
afinal approved budget for the upcoming
year in the fall of the current year. “How do
you get people to start thinking that early
tohave animpact on what we're doing?”
she asked. “Isee thatasahuge challenge.”
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She believes thistiming challenge is
one reason the city’s public engagement
tools are so valuable. People can review
information about the services from
the comfort of their own homes and
atatime thatis convenient for them.
Because the city is committed to using
plainlanguage, they understand whata
service level rating of three isand how
thatdiffers from a service level rating of
five, and they can see the costimplica-
tions of the different service levels. Ifa
member of the public wants toincrease
aservicelevel, they immediately see
the costimpact, and to get to a balanced
budget, they either need toraise taxes
or reduce service levels elsewhere.

“We're trying to shift tonot only having
thattool available online for folks to do
asindividuals, butalso host town halls,
where you come in with your neighbors
and you complete that exercise together,”
Porter explained. “Imight be prioritiz-
ing police patrol, butmy neighbor is
prioritizing streetmaintenance, and
how can we find the balance there?”

Structuring internal collaboration

Craighails the program budgeting
groundwork that Toomay laid to get
the city whereitis today. Tohave the
complex internal discussions about
priorities and trade-offs, the city
needed to be thinking aboutits budget
in terms of programs, rather than
justdepartmentsandlineitems.

The transition to program budgeting
was not always smooth, Toomay said. “I
thinkthatin the beginning, it seemed
so far from what we were doing that it
was like, ‘Okay, we know where we want
to go, butit seemsimpossible to break
itdown into steps, to incrementally
getthere,” she said. “When you work
inbudgeting, you have a one-shot
window. If you're not doing it for this
nextbudget, then you have to wait
another whole cycle, and then you do it
for the next cycle, and then people are
saying, ‘Well, wait, it'sbeen a year since
Idid that. HowdoIdothatagain?'”

Despite these challenges, though,
Toomay believes the transition
wasworthitbecauseitcreated the
conditions necessary for deeper
collaboration. “Whether we did it inten-
tionally or not, it [program budgeting]
provided the structure we needed to
force the collaboration,” she said.

One of the first steps to building the
structure to support more collaboration
was to allocate the costs of the city’s
internal services among the depart-
ments that provide external services.
Toomay explained that cost allocation
helped demonstrate the connection
between the internal-and external-fac-
ing departments and led toimportant
conversations. “Suddenly departments
were saying, ‘Well, waita second. Why
are we paying this charge for Human
Resources? You want us to cut our

budget. We'll just cut that,”” Toomay
said, adding that finance staff then
explained that cutting those charges
out of their budget “doesn’t recognize
the cost of providing the services.”

Ittookawhile to getall departments on
board with the cost allocation, Toomay
said, but now that most people are on
board, city staff are able to collaborate on
internal service costs and service levels.
“If we're not getting the level of service
from the IT department, for example,
how do we increase thatlevel of service
suddenly? That'snotjustthe IT director’s
thing tochampion. He has the ability
toleverage all the other departments
tosay, ‘if you want the higher level of
service, here’s what thatlookslike, here’s
what thatwould cost,’ and then they're
each providing a little chunk of that,”
Toomay explained. She contrasted this
tosituationsin the past when aninternal
service department needed a position, it
was the responsibility of Finance alone
to figure out where to find the funding.

Owensunderscored the importance
of this past work to allocate the internal
service costs. “Thisis areally key point.
Costallocation also happened before I
gothere, and whatit's allowed ustodois
properly fund the boring, back-of-house
stuff thatnever gets any love if you're
just operating politically,” he said.

To take the internal services collabora-
tion even further, the city has developed
arubric to facilitate conversation about
internal service levels, Owens said. “We
had everybody do an internal grading of
whatlevel of service they want for their
internal services,” he explained. “Since
the departments are the consumer of
these services, they decide if they're
meeting their needs or not, and if they
wantmore, they understand that
they’re going to pay a portion of that.”

He pointed to this as another example
of bringing people into the same boat.

As another example of the impor-
tance of creating structures to provide
opportunities for collaboration, Toomay
described how employees from different
departments collaborate while develop-
ingthe city’s capitalimprovement plan.
When an employee submits a capital
improvement project to be funded, they
have to score itagainst how well it meets
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“When | think about
collaboration, | think
about the hard work
and compromise that
comes with our very
diverse community.”

ALLEY PORTER, BUDGET AND
STRATEGIC INITIATIVES MANAGER

the city’s strategic priorities. After they
are submitted, allrequests are peer-re-
viewed and scored to bring a different
perspective and help ensure objectivity.

“IfIreally want my kickball project,
I'm going to say, ‘Oh, yeah, kickball
creates a diverse and equitable
community. Kickballis all about
efficiency and effectiveness.’ But when
you ask the director of diversity, equity,
andinclusion if kickball really deserves
the highest score when we're talking
about equity, you get that checkon the
process and are able to even things
outandlookatthings from different
perspectives—which ultimately always
leads to better decisions,” Toomay said.

Owens agreed about the importance
of structure. “Ithinkdiscipline and
structure are necessary for us tobe
comprehensive in getting good results,”
hesaid.

In addition to using priority-based
budgeting and Balancing Act to engage
with the public, the city also uses these
tools to collaborate internally on scoring
programs. The scores are based on how
well each program aligns with the city’s
goals, and they're a significant consid-
eration when making budget decisions.
Buttheyaren'tthe only consideration.
“When we'd hitthe button and see

how the scores were going to come out,
sometimes we had to say, ‘Too much of a
lossistoomuch of aloss this year,’and
that maybe a journey that we continue
on for the next couple of years, sowe
don’'tdoanything that's too extremein
itsimpact on the organization, butalso
initsimpact on the community members
who are still quite accustomed to some

of these services,” Owens explained.

“We stillhave a way to go on moving
our legacy programs and expenditures
into pure alignment with PBB and
Balancing Actscoring, but that's where
we've gottomove,” Owens said.

The city combines the PBB scoring
with a target-based approach when
developingits budget. After takinginto
accountsalaryincreases and other
fixed costincreases (the departments
are held harmless for these), the city
gives each department a budget target
based on the program scoring. For the
most part, departments can do whatever
they want with their budgets, so long
asitdoesn’'texceed the target. They are
still expected to getresults, but they
can move money around as needed.

Owens believes the combination of pri-
ority-based and target-based budgeting
leads to greater internal buy-inand
support for the final budget. In budget
meetings with his executive team, helets
everyone know thatthey are notleaving
until everyone can support the budget.
“Ithink we achieved that,” he said. “It
wasnotalways easy, and itrequired
heroics from some of the departments
that were notwinnersin the scoring.”

What's next? Moving from
collaboration fo co-creation

“I'think people don't appreciate how hard
itistobe asagile as the private sectorin
anincreasingly fickle consumer market,”
Owens said. “If we actlike we're trying
toplease arapidly changing market
condition, instead of building capacity
for complex work that private business
won't touch, thatisgoingtogetusin
trouble. We are trying to distinguish
ourselves from an approach thatis
focused on making somebody transac-
tionally happy. It's alevel past collab-
oration. Itis co-creation. Collaboration

means we talked, and then somebody
decided. Co-creation means that we
areinthis boat together, and whatever
we do, we're going to appreciate both
the benefits and the consequences
together, and that's a very different
thing from just switching cell phone
carriers or buying a different candy bar.”
Tohighlight the importance of
moving beyond collaboration to
co-creation, Owens pointed to the
city’s challengesrelated to affordable
housing. “We have had to figure out
how to squeeze in this massive new
challenge—a societal challenge—in our
community and notletgo of any other
legacy programs, notletgo of anything
else that was an expectation, not
reduce systems that some parts of our
community are highly dependent on,”
he said. “We've got to change that central
philosophy if we're going to be success-
ful doing really complex systems work.”
While he’s proud of the progress the
city has made around public engage-
ment, Owens acknowledges that there
is “still alot of work to be done to get
people tounderstand that they have
todeal with the consequences when
we give them what they want—the
benefits and the consequences—and
that they have to be accountable for
their neighbor. The city still has many
people who show up saying, “Iwantmy
thing.Idon't care how youdoit,” he said.
Heremains hopeful, though, and
believes thatby “putting all of these
engagement opportunities and tools
in place, where community members
have to account for their neighbor
and the impact on their neighbor and
allthe consequences,” the city can
getmore people in the same boat.

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