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Next Level Budgeting

Charlie Bush, City of Sedro-Woolley, and Tracey Dunlap, Retired Kirkland Deputy City Manager

Session Goals Are To Learn

1.Best practices for aligning your community’s 

priorities with your city’s resources

2.How to develop a strategic approach to 

budgeting starting with your organization’s 

vision and mission

3.How to monitor your progress on long-term 

community goals. This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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https://www.picpedia.org/highway-signs/o/objectives.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Assessing External Priorities

• Scientific community surveys
• Online polling
• Focus groups - IAP2 model
• Voting – Participatory Budgeting Project 

https://www.participatorybudgeting.org
/

• Community budget committee
• These inputs feed staff and Council 

processes
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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https://www.participatorybudgeting.org/
https://www.participatorybudgeting.org/
https://www.thebluediamondgallery.com/wooden-tile/s/survey.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Participatory Budgeting Video

• https://vimeo.com/162743651

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under 

CC BY

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

Assessing Elected Official Priorities

• Determining your overall mission, 
vision, and values

• Comprehensive and system 
planning

• Council goal setting/strategic 
planning

• Priority-based budgeting is an 
option This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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https://vimeo.com/162743651
https://wagingnonviolence.org/feature/direct-democracy-participatory-budgeting/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://aesopyoungacademics.wordpress.com/2018/12/05/participatory-budgeting-made-in-france/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://englishwithoutend.blogspot.com/2016/10/smart-goal-setting-and-language.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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Breakout – 5 minutes

• Do you do Council goal setting/strategic planning in your 
City?

• What is your process?
• How does it work?
• How could it be improved?
• Extra credit, have you done a community survey?
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Assessing Internal Priorities

• Setting your departmental missions and 
visions

• Comprehensive and system planning
• Council goal setting/strategic planning –

internal impacts
• Internal strategic planning/strategic 

thinking (leadership at all levels)
• Develop/refine key performance 

indicators
• Priority-based budgeting is an option

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Internal Strategic Planning/Strategic Thinking

• Engage every employee in the budgeting process, from 
the division/crew level up to senior management

• Consider a budgeting process “without guidance” so 
that the best ideas carry the day

• Meetings without initial hierarchy will most successful 
for producing strategic thinking (this thinking must 
eventually face the hierarchy)

• Good ideas not funded will be carried forward into the 
future

• Coach managers and supervisors to bring out 
engagement from employees

• Faster, better, lower cost services
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under 

CC BY-SA
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https://usq.pressbooks.pub/traumainformedpractice/chapter/6-2-the-teacher-must-survive-self-care-and-managing-secondary-trauma/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://geobrava.wordpress.com/2017/09/24/how-to-develop-a-winning-b2b-content-strategy/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Revenue Forecasting

• May Be the Most Important Thing You Do
• Macroeconomic Factors
• Have Someone Else Check Your Numbers
• Department Heads Can Be Good Resource
• Be Practical
• Document

A Tale of Two Cities
–City #1

● Multiple Retailers

● 3 car lots, 

● Large Grocery Stores

● Restaurants

● Big Box Stores

● Sales Tax was 0% in 2021 

and 10% in 2023.

–City #2

● Small Grocery Store

● Gas (Propane, Home heating oil) 

● Building Materials

● Few Restaurants

● Large Manufacturers

● Wholesalers

● Sales Tax was 2% in 2021 and 4% in 2022.
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Breakout – 5 minutes

Using the Previous Slide

• How do you forecast Sales Tax for next year?
• How could it be improved?
• Does data from the prior year affect your forecast?
• Do reserve levels affect your fund balance?

Plugging Things Into the Budget

• Rollup from departments
• Council goals
• Financial policies
• Departmental budgets
• Finance Department’s 

sections (including revenues)

13

14



8

Balancing the budget

• There are many approaches –
two examples we will discuss:
o Individual department meetings 

with the chief executive
o A team approach with the chief 

executive serving as the final 
decision-maker (aka “The Budget 
Scrub”)

Key Questions to Evaluate
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Individual Department Meetings

• Include senior department management and budget 
staff

• How well does the requested budget follow guidance 
given up front

• Possibly provides a safe environment to discuss 
challenging questions or provide difficult feedback

• Forum to discuss political realities/issues

Budget Scrub Benefits

• The budget will be out of balance to start (with no 
guidance given up front)

• Include directors, senior management, and division 
managers

• Have fun!
• Pitching your budget to your peers builds budget 

discipline and increases understanding
• Start with line item by line item and it becomes more 

efficient over time
• This method fosters team problem solving 
• From here, it is on to Council

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC
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https://peterpappas.com/2020/09/take-a-closer-look-close-reading-historical-images.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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Breakout – 5 minutes

• Do you do something like a budget scrub to balance your 
budget?

• If not, how do you balance it?
• How could you improve your process?

Monitoring Progress on Long-Term 
Goals
• Key performance indicators over 

time
• Survey results over time
• Review goals
• Other metrics, ex. census data
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Performance Reporting Example

What Budget Approach is Right for My 
Jurisdiction?

• Incremental Budgeting, Priorities Based Budgeting, Budgeting for 

Outcomes…which one is right for me?

• Whatever works best for your organization, governing body, and community 

• Considerations:

• Past experience

• Linkage to goals and work plans

• Reporting on performance

• Role of communications
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Learn More: Rethinking Budgeting Initiative

• Partnership between the Government 
Finance Officers’ Association (GFOA), 
the International City/County 
Management Association (ICMA), and 
the National League of Cities (NLC)

• Introduction Video
• Project page: 

https://www.gfoa.org/rethinking-
budgeting

Questions?

37

23

24

https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=25c9fa5c60f43d7f&sca_upv=1&rlz=1C1GCEU_enUS973US973&sxsrf=ADLYWIJrtchYY-PFaQ9b98N6COZeqR2nyg:1719335248292&q=gfoa+rethinking+budgeting&tbm=vid&source=lnms&fbs=AEQNm0Aa4sjWe7Rqy32pFwRj0UkWZJPk1C9buWu--tLPKEpSxLqGfZiWMqdk6VF37sVUbkfuZLTj2oNC7EnrW0kOrs5_yzXFS7PD2zj-5Cc29Wnj5IzUaHojAIdqyC1HLwD4s3t6yQTN3GWiMOqP8qmSGPrM-HvbeP0BNRK8Wqte9HmotWM1zQEo4dCAawyxemAaFagOZxAL5y9hRm7COvNj7qslVUA19g&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjjqOX1nveGAxXvIDQIHd4qDtIQ0pQJegQIDBAB&biw=1920&bih=957#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:beca2a9f,vid:0q_uyMf7rSg,st:0
https://www.gfoa.org/rethinking-budgeting
https://www.gfoa.org/rethinking-budgeting
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