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In Practice

FINANCE TEAM

BY ALISON WUENSCH AND KATIE LUDWIG

Benefits of a Collaborative Culture 
in Maple Ridge, British Columbia

A 
s its 2023 rebranding strategy 
explains, Maple Ridge, British 
Columbia, is “a city on the 
move.” This is not just a catchy 
slogan—the city is transform-
ing the way it does business 
and working hard to improve 
residents’ quality of life. And 

one of the keys to getting this done is its 
collaborative culture.

Zvi Lifshiz, director of strategic devel-
opment, communications, and public 
engagement, attributes Maple Ridge’s 

collaborative culture to its current 
leadership team and chief adminis-
trator. When staff present an idea to 
the leadership team, they are met with 
enthusiasm and encouragement. The 
“let’s try it” culture has created a sense 
of psychological safety at Maple Ridge, 
where people are comfortable with 
seeking out new ways of doing things, 
recognizing that not everything is 
going to succeed. Unlike many other 
local governments, there is some level 
of comfort with risk. 

Trevor Thompson, Maple Ridge’s 
director of finance, agrees, noting that 
senior management could certainly say 
“do this” and prescribe the method for 
getting a particular initiative done, and 
it would get done—but not as quickly, 
and without fully taking root.

Dan Olivieri, manager of corporate 
planning and consultation, describes 
collaboration at Maple Ridge in “layers 
and tiers.” One layer of collaboration is 
the culture that leadership has instilled 
throughout the organization, but he also 
believes that people who work at the 
city of Maple Ridge do so on behalf of the 
community of Maple Ridge rather than 
their own interests. 

“They believe they add value to the 
community, and I believe that actually 
drives them to put the interest of the 
community first, which means they’re 
not doing things in isolation,” Olivieri 
said. He acknowledges that there are 
still times when people are pressed for 
time and don’t collaborate as well as 
they should, but they recognize that 
there is a broader context, and that 
collaboration is required to work more 
effectively. 

The Maple Ridge team provided an 
example of the city’s collaborative 
culture—a recent initiative to embed 
agile principles into the capital planning 
process. As staff were developing it, they 
asked several questions: 

	 How can the city use the iterative 
development process (building, 
refining, and improving an initiative) 
quickly? 

	 How can the city engage with asset 
managers throughout the organiza-
tion and get them to adopt a broader 
perspective, rather than just thinking 
about their particular assets? 

	 How can the city design a process that 
engages everyone and produces oper-
ational benefits, while staying aligned 
with the organization’s values? 
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To answer these questions, the city held 
a series of lunch meetings, where key 
asset managers could score projects 
across four dimensions: 

1.	Corporate value (efficiency, 
effectiveness of service delivery,  
asset management, and more).

2.	Community value

3.	Council value

4.	Time criticality/risk

Staff had a brief discussion of the merits 
of each project. They did not reach a 
consensus on the score for each project, 
but they did achieve a certain level of 
understanding of each project and come 
to agreement about the desired result for 
each project. All projects were prioritized 
using this matrix, and staff built out the 
capital program using this approach. 

Olivieri said the capital planning 
process was fun and dynamic. “People 
could actually see how their input was 
having a direct impact,” he said. “I think 
that makes a difference. Everyone was 
coming at it thinking, ‘We’re giving 
this a try. We’re going to see how it goes. 
We’re going to improve and enhance this 
process incrementally. We’re going to 
strive for progress, not perfection.’ Those 
foundations were laid at the beginning.”

Lifshiz thinks the city’s culture of “not 
everything we try is going to succeed” 
is why people were willing to come to 
those sessions and give the new process 
a shot. “Maybe it’ll work. Maybe it won’t. 
But they’re not coming in there saying, 
‘Oh, this is dumb. This is never going to 
work,’” he said. “We can iterate, and we 
can continuously improve, and that’s 
how you build a culture where people are 
willing to do things differently and to 
pivot when necessary.”

The city’s collaborative culture allows 
it to implement its strategic plans. In 
addition to a five-year financial plan, 
Maple Ridge also maintains an official 
community plan, which is focused on 
land use, and a council strategic plan, 
along with plans focusing on transpor-
tation, childcare, parks, recreation, and 
culture, among others. 

“It’s important that someone who 
knows the business also knows the 
strategic plan and can communicate to 

both the finance folks and the operations 
managers clearly and simply,” Thompson 
stressed. “You give people the right 
amount of knowledge, so they’re able 
to make the decisions, but they’re not 
buried in detail,” he said. The goal is to 
remove “the black box” so people under-
stand how decisions are made, and doing 
so requires “knowing what people need to 
know.” At Maple Ridge, Olivieri plays this 
role, ensuring alignment horizontally, 
between the planning and the finance 
functions, but also vertically, on where 
the organization is heading. 

Lifshiz calls Olivieri “the ultimate dot 
connector,” but Olivieri also likes to think 
of his role in terms of soccer, playing 
the position of the central midfielder. 
“I connect the dots between everything 
behind us, everything ahead of us, and 
I help things flow from the very back 
to the very front, and front to back,” he 
said. He brings all those pieces together 
in the city’s business planning process 
and has built a framework for the process 
that walks people through the individual 
steps, including developing metrics and 
analyzing financial impacts.

“I know what objectives Finance is 
trying to get to, and I understand where 

the business unit is trying to go,” said 
Olivieri. “Let’s try to bring them together 
and facilitate that discussion and help 
everyone speak a common language.” 

“That makes it possible for us to 
end up with a cohesive action plan,” 
Thompson said. 

Olivieri stresses that while his role 
is important, there is also openness on 
all ends to listening and being involved 
in the business planning process. 
Staff recognize that their sphere of 
understanding is limited and are 
willing to engage and consult with their 
colleagues to learn more. 

“From a financial planning perspec-
tive, it’s making sure that we have all 
the interest holders discussing what 
the considerations are when we’re 
talking about service level increases, 
investments in positions, how that fits 
into our overall strategy, and then how 
it aligns with where they’re trying to go 
as a department,” Olivieri said. 

This internal communication is espe-
cially important amid rapid change. 
“When you move quickly and you’re 
transforming the way you do business 
and how your community looks and 
acts, there’s a lot of moving parts—so it’s 
really incumbent on our leaders to have 
those open lines of communication,” 
Olivieri explained.

Olivieri also stressed the importance 
of external communication. “I try to 
take some of the work we do and put it 
into a really simple context that can 
hopefully resonate, and I don’t do that 
alone,” he said. “I relay that to our 
communications team, who can take 
that idea and elaborate on it and build a 
full picture of what we’re trying to do.” 

This is where Lifshiz comes in. “My 
role is to align strategy across the orga-
nization and drive transformational 
initiatives around service excellence, 
customer experience, continuous 
improvement, and innovation,” he said. 
He also ensures that the city is telling 
its story to the community and to other 
target audiences, whether it be for 
talent attraction or business attraction 
purposes or to new residents. 

Lifshiz also ensures that the city is 
telling its story internally to staff. He 
wants to make sure that as the city is 

“We can iterate, and 
we can continuously 
improve, and that’s how 
you build a culture where 
people are willing to do 
things differently and to 
pivot when necessary.”
Z V I  L I F S H I Z ,  D I R E C T O R O F S T R AT E G I C 
D E V E L O P M E N T,  C O M M U N I C AT I O N S , 
A N D P U B L I C E N G A G E M E N T
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implementing innovative initiatives, the 
staff understand them, believe in them, 
and are on board with the change. 

One such innovative initiative that 
Lifshiz, Thompson, and Olivieri are 
involved in is adopting a service-based 
approach to budgeting. “Public 
engagement is one of the reasons why 
service-based budgeting makes sense,” 
Lifshiz explained. “You set your service 
levels based on the feedback you’ve 
received from the public. Before you’ve 
ever gotten to talking about budget, you’ve 
set service levels that can be driven by 
community engagement and understand-
ing what the community is looking for.” 

He warned that the public’s view 
can shift and emphasized the need for 
long-term plans. “By having longer-term 
plans, you can pivot within a certain 
framework or within a certain guardrail, 
but you’re not doing major U-turns,” he 
said. “When you combine public engage-
ment and planning, you’ve got your 
long-term North Star.”

Olivieri agrees that service-based 
budgeting has potential to help the 
city in its public engagement efforts 
and tell its story more effectively. “To 
engage on a budget is very challenging. 
To engage on what you’re going to 
deliver to a community is a completely 
different story,” he said. “In many 
instances, we conflate engaging on 
those outcomes with engaging on a tax 
rate increase. For us, general revenue 
comes from property taxation. When 
we go to the public, no amount of 
education is going to alleviate a six or 
seven percent property tax increase. 
We know housing affordability is a 
challenge, but when we talk to them 
about what they’re getting for their 
money, it’s a different approach, and 
it’s a different story that we have to 
tell, and we do that through a variety 
of mechanisms throughout the budget 
cycle—but it’s more focused on what 
we’re actually going to deliver and what 
value we’re giving them as residents.”

“Build in steps that you’re 
capable of achieving. 
Don’t try to do a big step. 
Start small. Build your 
momentum.”
T R E V O R T H O M P S O N ,  D I R E C T O R O F F I N A N C E

Located in the northeastern section of Greater Vancouver, the City of Maple Ridge is one of the fastest-growing communities in the Metro Vancouver region.
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To help explain the benefit of 
moving to a service-based approach to 
budgeting, Lifshiz shared an analogy 
he picked up when talking to another 
local government. “When you buy an 
iPhone, you don’t care that Apple has 
a human resources department or a 
marketing department,” he said. “What 
you’re buying is the service, and that’s 
the value you receive.” He believes 
discussions about service levels “just 
make more sense” and will allow the city 
council “to compare one service against 
another service, as opposed to one FTE in 
this department versus one FTE in that 
department.”

As the city moves to a service-based 
budgeting approach, internal budget 
stakeholders have had to adopt a more 
customer-focused mindset. “Many of 
our leaders are domain experts within a 
subject. They’re not business leaders,” 
Olivieri explained. He sees service-based 
budgeting as a way to give managers 
the tools they need to think about how 
they’re managing their service and the 
impact it has on their customers. “It’s 
one lens to say, ‘I deliver a service.’ It’s 
another thing to say, ‘I have customers. 
What do I do for my customers?’” he said. 
“That requires a shift.” 

The city made a fairly simple change 
to its budget planning process this year 
to help managers adopt this shift. For 
any budget changes, the budget team 
asked managers to quantify whether 
that change would maintain the existing 
service level or increase or enhance 
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the service level. Asking this question 
provided an opportunity to discuss 
the definition of a service level, the 
relationship between the number of 
customers and service levels, and how 
to quantify service levels.

For other governments looking to 
innovate and transform, Thompson, 
Olivieri, and Lifshiz have some recom-
mendations. Thompson recommends 
defining the value proposition well to 
bring people along and show them that 
there is something in it for them. At the 
end of the day, he thinks most members 
of the team want to do better, but some 
people are more resistant to change. (He 
includes himself in that camp.) “Build 
in steps that you’re capable of achieving. 
Don’t try to do a big step. Start small. 
Build your momentum,” he said. 

Olivieri agrees. “Start small. In our 
continuous improvement program, we 
talk about the small changes that have 
a big impact. What we don’t realize is 
that the small things we do can have 
massive ripple effects. The example I 
gave about just asking, ‘Is this a service 
level enhancement or maintaining 
a service level?’ That is a minuscule 
change that has caused a ripple that is 
gigantic in shifting how people see their 
budget requests. It’s the small things 
that make a big difference.” 

Olivieri also recommends testing 
your ideas to find out which of them will 
make the biggest impact. “Test in small 
samples and be transparent about the 
test—but test it. Figure out a way to test 
your theory or hypothesis. If it works, 
start scaling. If it doesn’t, try something 
different,” he said. 

Regarding service-based budgeting 
specifically, Lifshiz kept his advice 
simple. “Just start,” he said. “Don’t seek 
perfection.”

As far as developing an organizational 
culture that is more innovative, Lifshiz 
believes it’s important to get leadership 
on board and “make sure you’ve got 
the people who are willing to take that 
step”—because if you don’t have support-
ive leaders, progress will be difficult.  

Alison Wuensch is a consultant with GFOA’s 
Research and Consulting Center. Katie 
Ludwig is director of resource development 
in GFOA’s Research and Consulting Center.

Government Finance Officers Associaaon

“This program prepared 
me to face challenges 
beyond those I’ve 
encountered in my career 
and made me a more 
well-rounded finance 
officer.”

Bobby Fitzjohn, CPFO
Financial Services Director
City of High Point, NC

gfoa.org/cpfo

“I know what objectives 
Finance is trying to get 
to, and I understand 
where the business unit 
is trying to go. Let’s try to 
bring them together and 
facilitate that discussion 
and help everyone speak 
a common language.”
D A N O L I V I E R I ,  M A N A G E R O F C O R P O R AT E 
P L A N N I N G A N D C O N S U LTAT I O N


