
1

Communicating 

Your Budget
FOR THE AVERAGE PERSON WHO HATES BUDGETS
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• 10,000 residents

• 17,000 jobs

• Largest Manufacturing 

Center in Pierce Co.

• 3 freeways

• 2 rivers

• 2 rail lines

• Sounder Station

• Largest YMCA in 

Washington
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Taking in the big picture
-Subpar Parks
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A budget is not about numbers; it’s about 

knowing what you want to do and figuring 

out how (if) you can afford it. 

One Among Many
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In the past, cities put a lot of focus on providing their residents with traditional services like 

police, fire and emergency services, local transportation, parks and recreation, planning and 

growth management, and basic utilities.

While those are still primary duties, the role of cities is ever-expanding to include 

more responsibilities for a broadening range of services.

- AWC
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Why do we care?

Purpose of 

Communicating 

Your Budget

 Build trusting relationship

 Provide transparency

 Head off complaints

 Overcome misperceptions

 It’s THEIR money, not ours

What the average person assumes is in the basement of every City Hall. 
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Purpose of Budget

 Tracking dollars 

 Outlining funds

 Highlighting work done by the City

 Focus priorities

Where does your budget fit 

in the City’s work? 
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M IS S ION  &  V I S ION

ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY 

SET BY COUNCIL , CHANGES RARELY
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M I S S I ON  &  V I S I ON

ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY 

SET BY COUNCIL , CHANGES RARELY

I’m a traveler!
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P L A N S

DEVELOPED BY MAYOR/STAFF WITH PUBLIC

CONFIRMED BY COUNCIL

TOPICS : HOUSING, GROWTH, ROADS, PARKS 

UPDATED 6-10 YEARS
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P L A N S

DEVELOPED BY MAYOR/STAFF WITH PUBLIC

CONFIRMED BY COUNCIL

TOPICS : HOUSING, GROWTH, ROADS, PARKS 

UPDATED 6-10 YEARS

In the next 10 
years, I’ll visit 
Europe, Asia 
& Australia!
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B U D GE T

COUNCIL SETS PRIORITIES

MAYOR/STAFF BUILD, COUNCIL CONFIRMS

PRIORITIZES OBJECTIVES IN PLANS 

BASED ON FUNDING AVAILABLE

UPDATED 2 YEARS
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B U D GE T

COUNCIL SETS PRIORITIES

MAYOR/STAFF BUILD, COUNCIL CONFIRMS

PRIORITIZES OBJECTIVES IN PLANS 

BASED ON FUNDING AVAILABLE

UPDATED 2 YEARS

This year, we can afford 
a trip to England. 
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STAFF HANDLES DAILY DETAILS , 

LED BY MAYOR

E X E C U T I ON
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STAFF HANDLES DAILY DETAILS , 

LED BY MAYOR

E X E C U T I ON
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K E Y  P E RFORM A N C E

BY MAYOR/STAFF TO COUNCIL/PUBLIC

REPORTS ON PROGRESS 

UPDATED 6 MONTHS
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K E Y  M E TR I C S

BY MAYOR/STAFF TO COUNCIL/PUBLIC

REPORTS ON PROGRESS 

UPDATED 6 MONTHS

Greetings 
from 

London!
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Give people the ingredients of 

their city – and they don’t want 

to see “exthoxylated mono and 

diglycerides.”

Who does what? 
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Explains 

Budget Roles

FANS/PUBLIC

• Funders

• Audience 

being served

• Always think 

they know best 

(afterward)

OWNERS/COUNCIL

• Policy decisions

• How to fund

• Rely on technical advice

• Big picture

COACHES/SENIOR STAFF

• Call the plays

• Make decisions on the field

• Lead staff

• Answer to ownership 

and public

PLAYERS/STAFF

• Execute 

• Need resources to 

make split-second 

decisions

• Listens to coaches

• Most visible to fans
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How do you engage 

the public? 

Build a Lasting 

Relationship
• Accurate, timely information

• Respect people’s time

• Authentically care

• Focus on what people need to know, 

not what you need to say

• Consistent

• Read the room 
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Feedback STARTS the Process

• Include everyone, especially 

the quietest person in the room

• Incorporate reach audiences

• Get creative

• Maybe don’t mention “budget.”

• What’s working?

• What could be better?

• What can we do to make it 

better?  

Strategies 

include

 Formal survey

 Informal survey

 Emails & phone calls

 Public comment

 Public meetings

 Questions in the street

 Open house

 Events

 Social media
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Defining Public Input

It’s our job to take ALL the feedback, 

work through competing priorities, 

and figure out what will serve the 

most people best. 

That means standing up to the 

hecklers. 

About Hecklers

• Do they have a valid point? 

• Your choices train the public on 

how to deal with you. 

• Admitting errors is a good thing.

• Ignore any VIP claims—everyone 

should be a VIP.

• Are they even your audience(s)?

• Allowing last-minute “red-pen” 

edits is unfair to everyone else.

• Loud does not equal fair. 
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Easy-to-

Understand 

Budget

Council Strategic Priorities

Community 

Character

Public Safety Excellent 

Government

Protection of 

Natural Resources

Effective 

Transportation

• Investment in parks & 

open space

•Balance the past with the 

future needs & desires of 

a changing community

•Vibrant events that 

celebrate arts, heritage & 

culture

• Policies and practices that 

support business growth

•Maintain welcoming small-

town charm

• Long range planning that 

effectively manages 

growth

•Responsive & proactive 

policing

• Progressive, 

collaborative, & systemic 

social service solutions

• Emergency preparedness

• Partnership with 

community to address 

criminal activity

•Traffic engineering, 

education, & 

enforcement

• Equitable distribution of 

resources

•Recruitment & retention 

of quality, diverse staff

• Focused on long-range 

financial stability

• Fiscally balanced mix of 

desired services 

•Transparency in policy 

and actions

•Responsive to and 

engaged with the 

community

• Leverage partnerships for 

enhanced services

• Protection and 

enhancement of Rivers, 

streams & fish habitat

•Clean & safe drinking 

water

• Effective stormwater 

management

• Environmentally 

conscience capital 

investments

•High quality wastewater 

management

• Investment in existing 

infrastructure to create 

capacity and efficiencies 

• Focus on alternative 

transportation methods (bike, 

walking, transit etc.) 

• Equitable distribution of 

infrastructure investments 

across all neighborhoods 

• Preservation of existing 

assets 

•Regionally aligned to mitigate 

“cut-through” traffic 

• Leverage technology to 

create efficiencies 38
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Descriptions

 Easy to understand

 “What does your money buy.” 

 Connects to goals, plans and 

mandates. 

Performance 

Indicators

 How to truly tell the story. 

 Balance of progress and numbers. 
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Performance 

Indicators

 How to truly tell the story. 

 Balance of progress and numbers. 

Budget 

in Brief
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Share with the 

Public

 Website

 Print newsletter

 E-newsletter

 Social media

 Open House

 Public Meetings

Tip 1

The public can understand more facts & figures than you think, 

so long as you get to the point. Be honest, be direct, be concise. 
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Tip 2

Set realistic expectations with elected officials and the public. 
• If you’re cutting funding, don’t ask the public for spending ideas. Spoiler alert: you can’t 

afford it. 

• Clearly explain mandates, contracts and staffing.

• People can sense BS. 

Tip 3

Treat your public like donors, because they are. 
• It’s their money – thank them, repeatedly. 

• Use it as carefully as your own. 

• Be transparent. 

• Help them understand what their money is doing. 

Everyone likes success!

• Remember your real audience.

45

46



24

Tip 4

Reach audiences require a long-term relationship.

• Offer 24/7 access

• Respect time

• Certified translation

• Google translate

• Language Line 

• ADA requirements

• Take the show on the road

• Understand

Tip 5

Think outside the box for explanations

• Don’t rely on government speak.

• Analogies can be good.

• Sometimes, numbers tell a story; sometimes they don’t.

• Sometimes, stories tell a good story.  

• Try to stay relatable. Cities get bills too! 
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Carmen Palmer

Communications Director

253-299-5503

carmenp@sumnerwa.gov 

@CityofSumnerWA

@CityofSumnerWA

@SumnerPD

WWW.SUMNERWA.GOV
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