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Why communication
and good interpersonal
skills are essential for
public finance staff

BY SANDRA EMERSON

Public Figures

A public budget is a means of communicating community priorities
and a plan for guiding public administrators in executing discretionary
decision-making and undertaking practical means for getting results.

everal decades of teaching

in a Master of Public

Administration program,

where my students were

typically employedin

local, regional, and state

government, have made

two things evident. First,
budgets are not clearly communicating
community priorities—citizens and local
legislatorslook at the reams of pages that
comprise budgets and are hard pressed
todiscern what this documentis trying
tocommunicate. Second, itis neither
obvious nor common sense just how staff
should communicate the complexities of
public budgets to a wide array of readers
who vary significantly by age, education,
and interest.

This experience has givenrise to two

emergingrealities, which dovetail with
GFOA’s Rethinking Budgeting initiative.

REFRAMING THE BUDGET DISCUSSION
In The Public Administrator's Companion:
A Practical Guide (see sidebar), we
recommend that practitioners begin by
systematically exploring what the public
knows and wants to know about city
expenditures and consequences. Most
importantly, consider who the audience
isforbudget discussions. Unlike a
classroom situation in which participants
areroughly the same age withlike
educational experiences, the public looks
more like a worship service with vastly
different educational backgrounds and a
wide range of ages. We are not suggesting
hymns and responsive readings, but
thatless textand more graphicsreach
abroader, more diverse audience. In
addition towhoisinthe audienceisthe
question of why they are in the audience
in the first place. What is the objective

of this public budget meeting? Is the
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objective to “educate the public about
thebudget” or to educate the finance
staff about the public’'s understanding
of budget priorities, values, and issues?

Whatdoes the public need to
know versus whatis “nice to know"?
Considerable space and time are
dedicated to discussing and describing
revenues. While thisis an obvious topic
regarding budgets, itistangential. The
decisions about what the taxes are, what
therates are, who collects taxes, where,
and when are not up for discussion
duringthe budgetcycle. Revenueis
atbestadescription of whatis, nota
decision tobe made.

The budget discussion is about how
to spend the money we have on the
goods and services thatare important
to our community. In the late 1950s,
scholar Richard Musgrave suggested
that public budgets were like household
budgets, with some notable differences.
Our studentsrarelyindicate that their
households have abudget. Instead, they
extensively use credit cards to account
for expenditures and are less likely
to “plan” expenditures than to “shop
efficiently” to spend theleastamounton
whatthey wantand need. The citizens’
model for economic decision-making
seems to be “shopping.” Consequently,
they are comfortable with comparing
this brand with another, or this period
of time’s expenses with a prior period.
Foravariety of reasons (toonumerous
toitemize inthis shortarticle)
comparing one city’s services to those of
another will be fraught with errors and
misunderstanding.
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WHAT ARE THE CONNECTIONS?
But some basis for comparison tends
to drive citizens’ discussion and
understanding of the budget. Thisis
the challenge. Against what standard
should a jurisdiction account for public
safety services, quality oflife, and
infrastructure maintenance? Thereis
no simple or easy answer, and thisis
the crux of what confounds the budget
discussion. Given what the public paysin
taxes, isthisbudgeted level of service the
bestresidents can expect? To find this
answer, one needs todelve deepinto the
public expression of the services it wants
and the level of performance it expects.
Government outputs and outcomes
thatarise from public spendingare
loosely tied together to public budget
documents or discussions. Unlike
shopping, where one can unambiguously
linkwhatis gained and whatis spent,
thelinkin public budgets between
benefits and costs is elusive and
opaque. Thisunavoidable reality may
giverise to public concerns about
being transparent and ethicalin the
ways jurisdictions or public agencies
operate. Therefore, animportantarea
forthe finance analystis performance
measurement. Some performance
measures may be directly related to the
government entity’s strategic plan or
related to workload measures tomonitor
operations and staffingneeds. Whatever
the performance measurements are and
however they are authorized, thelink
between whatis provided and whatit
costswillremain animportant part of
the finance agenda.

Readers will find a more detailed discussion of public finance
in the broader context of public administration in The Public
Administrator’s Companion: A Practical Guide (Second
edition), by Sandra Emerson, Kathy Van Ness, Georgianna
Streeter, Linda-Marie Sundstrom, and Parker G. Emerson.
(Waveland Press, 2023). The Public Administrator’s Companion
examines the most important elements of public administration,
helping readers understand how government works in
ways that are useful for both students and practitioners of
public administration. The book discusses governmental
structure, human resources, and public funding. It delineates
administrators’ actions in strategic planning, consensus building, budget development,
performance measurement, and public policy assessment and implementation.

For example, the discussion notes
for the Claremont, California, budget
development timeline for 2022 to 2024
reads:

In January, the city (Claremont) began
a public engagement campaign to gather
community feedback from residents and
businesses on city council priorities. Staff
and consultants facilitate three community
focus group meetings and conducted a
community survey that asked participants
for their opinions on city programs and
services, priorities for the city council, and
suggestions for improving the city and its
operations.

Thisis an example of defining why
the audience has been assembled. They
are to (1) provide information about city
services and programs, (2) provide their
perspective on the city’s priorities, and
(8) make suggestions aboutimproving
operations. Isn't thisredundant? Doesn't
the city know whatits services and
programs are? Hasn't the city council done
itsjob and set city priorities? Aren't the
program manager’'simproving program
processes and operations? Yes and no.

From the perspective of city government
and administration, they are doing, or
have done, each of these tasks. What is
missingishow residents and businesses
understand the city’s programs. For
example, citizen comments included:

= Whereisthetrafficsignalatthe
intersection of the mainroad and side
streetleadingtoourlocal elementary
school?

= Whydoesittake sod#!nlongtogetthe
city torepairatrafficlight?

= Jcalled the police department months
ago and told them the streetlight on my
blockwasn't working and it stillhasn't
been fixed!

= Icalled the police yesterday aboutthe
vagrantasleep in front of my store. The
vagrantleft after the police came but
heisbackagain today. Why haven'tthe
police kepthim away?

The residents’ experiences with the
program or processes of city government
inthese cases are substantively different
from the experiences of the city’s staff,
public safety officers, and administrator.
There arelongstanding processes and
rationale for how the city operates, but the
reason for the focus group meeting was to
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understand the public’s perspective,

not torationalize or justify city practices.
The surveys and focus groups were to
educate and inform the finance staff,
notthe public.

Thisbrings us to our next observation.
What exactly is a focus group, what survey
was conducted, by which city employees,
and of which residents? How mighta
city spokesperson respond to aresident’s
concern that “no one asked me”?

WE NEED MORE TOOLS
The need for and use of qualitative and
quantitative means of measuring public
opinionisnot something the public
sector has fully embraced. Rarely do
textsin public administration or public
financeraise the issue of marketing
public services and programs. In part,
marketing and public services are two
concepts thatarerarely foundinthe
same sentence. In addition, legislators
havelargely served as theliaison
between the public and government
entities. Theideathatfinance staff
should be outamong the residents
engaged in focus groups or surveyshas
notbeen embraced, and finance staff
often say thisisnot their job. No doubt.
Butwritingadocument thatinforms
the public about how its moneyis
beingused is the job of financial
administrators and their staff.

The mandate to communicate
with legislators and members of the
public demands a broader array of
tools. Public finance analysts need to
be skilled communicators who have
anunderstanding of psychology,
marketing, language, and cultural
diversity. Beside spreadsheets, public
finance staff need to be skilled in writing
narratives, developing professional
presentations, and drawing personsinto
conversationsrather than talkingatthe
audience and providing “expertise.”

Getting the data about the public’s
perceptionis part of the challenge.
Interpreting what the datameans and
how itidentifies gapsin understanding
isthe moreimportant element of
sharing budgets with those who are
generally “budget-illiterate.” Once
thereisevidence of where the gapsin
understandingare, thereneedstobea
strategy for narrowing them.

Public finance analysts need to be skilled communicators
who have an understanding of psychology, marketing,
language, and cultural diversity.

This means training and educating
the community, and italso means
havingfinance expertslearnto
communicate to the publicin amanner
thatis best geared to what citizens want
toknow. Too often the response to the
public’slack of knowledge is to educate
them tobe amateur finance analysts.
Typically, this approach does notend
well. Thismeansthathowonehasa
conversation aboutthe local budgetis
more critical for including the public
than focusing on the conversation
aboutrevenues and expenditures.

Finally, the specialized language and
math employed in the budget need to be
simplified and summarized soitcanbe
better understood. We have spent time
inmore than one class explaining how
atax (Social Security, Medicare) can
belabeled in abudget as a benefit. The
students assume thateither they don't
understand whatis meant by “benefit”
orthatwe don’'t understand whata “tax”
is. Toanexpertin finance, thisis so
obviousthatitis not worth mentioning,
butitisjustthisgapin understanding

that confounds meaningful inclusion

of the publicin budget discussions. One
should notassume thatthese gapsare
limited to students. We have watched new
mayors and presidents of universities with
advanced degrees trying tonavigate their
organizations’ budgetdocuments. The
need for afocus on communicating spans
wide sectors of the populations we seek
toserve.

CONCLUSION

We conclude where we began, by
recognizing the need for public
administrators and staff tobe armed with
abroaderrange of skills. The new demands
of those entering public serviceinclude
anunderstanding of governmental
operations and cultural diversity, and
how to communicate to audiences

with significant different interestsand
understanding of the public budget. F§

Sandra Emerson is a professor in the
political science department at California
State Polytechnic University and coauthor
of The Public Administrator's Companion:
APractical Guide.
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