In Practice

FINANCE TEAM

ERP INSIGHTS

ACCOUNTING PERSPECTIVES

INTERVIEWS

Benefits of a Gollaborative Culture
in Maple Ridge, British Golumbia

BY ALISON WUENSCH AND KATIE LUDWIG

sits 2023 rebranding strategy
explains, Maple Ridge, British
Columbia, is “a city on the
move.” Thisisnotjustacatchy
slogan—the city is transform-
ingthe way it does business
and working hard to improve
residents’ quality oflife. And
one of the keys to getting this done isits
collaborative culture.

ZvilLifshiz, 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 presentanideato
theleadership 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 thatnoteverythingis
going to succeed. Unlike many other
local governments, there is some level
of comfortwith risk.

10 STEPS

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
itwould 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 thatleadership hasinstilled
throughout the organization, buthe 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 thatactually
drives them to put the interest of the
community first, which means they're
notdoing thingsinisolation,” 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
thereis abroader context, and that
collaboration isrequired to work more
effectively.

The Maple Ridge team provided an
example of the city’s collaborative
culture—arecentinitiative to embed
agile principlesinto the capital planning
process. As staff were developingit, they
asked several questions:

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

= How canthe 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 canthe city design a process that
engages everyone and produces oper-
ational benefits, while staying aligned
with the organization’s values?
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Toanswer these questions, the city held
aseries of lunch meetings, where key
assetmanagers could score projects
across four dimensions:

1. Corporate value (efficiency,
effectiveness of service delivery,
assetmanagement, 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 notreach a
consensus on the score for each project,
butthey did achieve a certain level of
understanding of each project and come
toagreement 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 theirinput was
havingadirectimpact,” he said. “Ithink
that makes a difference. Everyone was
comingatitthinking, ‘We're giving
thisatry. 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 werelaid at the beginning.”

Lifshiz thinks the city’s culture of “not
everything we tryis going to succeed”
is why people were willing to come to
those sessions and give the new process
ashot. “Maybe it'll work. Maybe it won't.
Butthey're notcomingin there saying,
‘Oh, thisis dumb. Thisis never going to
work,” he said. “We can iterate, and we
can continuously improve, and that’s
how youbuild a culture where people are
willing to do things differently and to
pivotwhennecessary.”

The city’s collaborative culture allows
ittoimplementits 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'simportant 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 theright
amount of knowledge, so they're able
tomake the decisions, but they're not
buried in detail,” he said. The goalis to
remove “the black box” so people under-
stand how decisions are made, and doing
sorequires “knowing what people need to
know.” At Maple Ridge, Olivieri plays this
role, ensuring alignmenthorizontally,
between the planning and the finance
functions, butalso vertically, on where
the organization is heading.

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

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

“We can terate, and

We can continuously
improve, and that's how
vou build a culture where
people are willing fo do
things differently and to
pivor when necessary.”

IVILIFSHIZ, DIRECTOR OF STRATEGIC
DEVELOPMENT, COMMUNICATIONS,
AND PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

the business unitistryingto go,” said
Olivieri. “Let’s try to bring them together
and facilitate that discussion and help
everyone speaka common language.”

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

Olivieri stresses that while hisrole
isimportant, there is also openness on
allends tolistening and being involved
inthe business planning process.
Staffrecognize that their sphere of
understandingislimited and are
willing to engage and consult with their
colleagues tolearn more.

“From afinancial planning perspec-
tive, it'smaking sure that we have all
the interest holders discussing what
the considerations are when we're
talking about service levelincreases,
investmentsin positions, how that fits
into our overall strategy, and then how
italigns with where they're trying to go
asadepartment,” Olivieri said.

Thisinternal communication is espe-
cially importantamid rapid change.
“When you move quickly and you're
transforming the way you do business
and how your community looks and
acts, there's alot of moving parts—soit’s
really incumbent on our leaders to have
those openlines of communication,”
Olivieri explained.

Olivieri also stressed the importance
of external communication. “I try to
take some of the work we do and putit
into areally simple context that can
hopefully resonate, and I don't do that
alone,” he said. “Irelay that to our
communications team, who can take
thatidea and elaborate on itand build a
full picture of what we're trying to do.”

Thisiswhere Lifshiz comesin. “My
roleistoalign strategy across the orga-
nization and drive transformational
initiatives around service excellence,
customer experience, continuous
improvement, and innovation,” he said.
Healso ensures that the cityistelling
its story to the community and to other
targetaudiences, whether it be for
talent attraction or business attraction
purposes or to new residents.

Lifshiz also ensures that the cityis
tellingits story internally to staff. He
wants to make sure thatas the cityis
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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.

“Build in steps that you're
capable of achieving.
Don't try to do a big step.
Start small. Build your
momentum.”

TREVOR THOMPSON, DIRECTOR OF FINANGE

implementing innovative initiatives, the
staff understand them, believe in them,
and are on board with the change.

One suchinnovative initiative that
Lifshiz, Thompson, and Olivieriare
involved inis adopting a service-based
approach to budgeting. “Public
engagementis 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
setservicelevels thatcanbe driven by
community engagement and understand-
ing what the community islooking for.”

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

Olivieri agrees that service-based
budgeting has potential to help the
cityinits public engagement efforts
and tellits story more effectively. “To
engage on a budgetisvery 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, generalrevenue
comes from property taxation. When
we go to the public, no amount of
educationis goingtoalleviateasixor
seven percent property taxincrease.
We know housing affordabilityis a
challenge, but when we talk to them
about what they're getting for their
money, it's a different approach, and
it'sadifferent story that we have to
tell, and we do that through a variety
of mechanisms throughout the budget
cycle—butit’s more focused on what
we're actually going to deliver and what
value we're giving them as residents.”
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‘| know what abjectives
Finance is trying fo gef
fo, and | understand
where the business unif
iStryingfogo. Let'stry to
bring them together and
facilitare that discussion
and help everyone speak
a common language.”

DAN OLIVIERI, MANAGER OF CORPORATE
PLANNING AND CONSULTATION

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, youdon't care that Apple has
ahuman resources department or a
marketing department,” he said. “What
you're buyingisthe service, and that'’s
the value youreceive.” 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 toone FTE in
thisdepartment versus one FTE in that
department.”

Asthecity movestoaservice-based
budgeting approach, internal budget
stakeholders have had to adopt a more
customer-focused mindset. “Many of
ourleaders are domain experts within a
subject. They're notbusinessleaders,”
Olivieri explained. He sees service-based
budgeting as away to give managers
the tools they need to think about how
they're managing their service and the
impactithason their customers. “It's
one lenstosay, ‘Ideliveraservice. It's
another thing to say, Thave customers.
What doIdofor mycustomers?” he said.
“Thatrequiresashift.”

The city made a fairly simple change
toitsbudget planning process this year
to help managers adopt this shift. For
any budget changes, the budget team
asked managers to quantify whether
thatchange would maintain the existing
servicelevel orincrease or enhance

the servicelevel. 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 Lifshizhave some recom-
mendations. Thompson recommends
defining the value proposition well to
bring people along and show them that
thereis somethingin it for them. Atthe
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 himselfin 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.

Olivieriagrees. “Start small. In our
continuous improvement program, we
talk about the small changes thathave
abigimpact. Whatwe don'trealize is
thatthe small things we do can have
massive ripple effects. The example I
gave about justasking, ‘Isthis a service
level enhancement or maintaining
aservicelevel?’ Thatisaminuscule
change thathas caused aripple thatis
giganticin shifting how people see their
budgetrequests. It's the small things
that make abig difference.”

Olivierialsorecommends testing
yourideas to find out which of them will
make the biggestimpact. “Testin small
samples and be transparent about the
test—but testit. Figure out a way to test
your theory or hypothesis. If it works,
startscaling. Ifitdoesn't, try something
different,” he said.

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

Asfarasdeveloping an organizational
culture thatis more innovative, Lifshiz
believesit'simportant to getleadership
onboard 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.
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