
Community 
Conversations

Minnesotans talk about cities, services,
and funding

What services 
should cities 
provide?

How should 
the services be 
delivered?

How will city 
services be 
paid for?



What if your city were 
broke by 2015?
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April 2012

Nearly two years ago, the Board of Directors of 
the League of Minnesota Cities authorized a proj-
ect called “Cities, Services, and Funding: Broader 
Thinking, Better Solutions.”  The project was based 
on two important points: that the current system 
for funding city services in Minnesota is not 
going to work much longer, and that the help of 
Minnesota residents is needed in developing solu-
tions for the future.

The first two parts of the “Cities, Services, and 
Funding” project included research completed by 
the Hubert H. Humphrey School at the University 
of Minnesota for the League, and a public aware-
ness campaign aimed at communicating the results 
of that research. The key finding of that research was 
cities of all kinds in all areas of the state would be 
dealing with a deficit situation by 2015.  This publi-
cation outlines findings from the third part of the 
project—a series of “Community Conversations” 
conducted with more than 730 Minnesotans in 12 
cities in May through October of 2011.

The publication details comments and ideas 
contributed by Minnesotans from all walks of life. 
Their perspectives, and not those of city officials, 
are the focus of these Community Conversations. 
The conversations also demonstrate the importance 
of civic engagement and public participation as we 
look ahead to the future of city services in our state: 
what services should be provided, how they should 
be delivered, and how they are to be paid for.

We think you will agree that the Community 
Conversations represent a compelling way 
forward in encouraging members of the commu-
nity to be involved in identifying thoughtful solu-
tions to service and funding challenges faced at 
the city government level—the level of govern-
ment closest to the people.

A sincere thanks to the Bush Foundation 
InCommons project for its financial support of 
the Community Conversations. Similar thanks 
are extended to the University of Minnesota-
Extension Services for its role in consultation and 
facilitation training, and to the city officials from 
the cities of Austin, Bemidji, Circle Pines, Duluth, 
Eden Prairie, Eveleth, Hastings, Moorhead, 
Northfield, St. Cloud, St. James, and St. Paul, who 
helped to plan and organize the conversations 
in their communities. And thanks most of all to 
the Community Conversations participants, who 
contributed their best ideas and comments.

executive director
league of Minnesota cities

JiM Miller

Mayor of alexandria, Minnesota
President, league of Minnesota cities

H. dan ness
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tHe league of Minnesota cities
the league of Minnesota cities is a membership organization 
dedicated to promoting excellence in local government. the 
league serves its more than 830 member cities through effective 
advocacy, expert analysis, and trusted guidance.

incoMMons 
throughout the state at in-person gatherings as well as on the Web, 
incommons connects Minnesotans so they can find and share cred-
ible tools, knowledge and resources to solve community problems. 
the goal of incommons is to help you improve the quality of life in 
your community and make sure you never have to tackle important 
issues alone. lessons learned in one community can become start-
ing points for addressing similar issues in other towns and cities 

elsewhere in the state. through incommons, perfect strangers can 
become powerful allies in support of common endeavors.

tHe busH foundation
We support the community conversations efforts because they are 
a prime example of the citizen engagement and co-creation of solu-
tions that begin to more deepl address the profound economic and 
demographic shifts across our state that have come to be called the 
“new normal.” these are not temporary trends but significant and 
permanent changes that will affect us all and won’t just go away. the 
“cities, services, and funding” project aims to put the “public” back 
into public services. it shifts our thinking and behavior from being 
consumers of public services to co-creators prepared with enough 
knowledge and know-how to develop and advance sustainable solu-
tions to the tough public problems we face.”

Partners in making the Community Conversations haPPen

talking to minnesotans
 Hosting conversations with community groups

 Meeting Minnesotans in conversations, online, and at the State Fair

 Inviting Minnesotans from all walks of life

 Sharing information about the future of cities

What minnesotans had to say
 Meeting 1: Important services for today and tomorrow

 Meeting 2: Doing things in new ways

 Meeting 3: Paying for city services

 Meeting 4: Guiding decision-makers

ideas and the Future
 Minnesotans’ ideas

 The big takeaways

 Where the conversation goes next

 Thank you
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how do you talk to 
minnesotans about the 
future of cities?
The goal of these Community 
Conversations was not to gather 
scientific data on Minnesotans’ opin-
ions but rather to talk to as many 
Minnesotans as possible from all 
walks of life about the future of cities.

A total of 40 cities submitted appli-
cations to be host communities for 
the conversations.  The League chose 
12 cities based on ability to iden-
tify and engage community groups 
that could invite community members 
from different walks of life. Those 
cities were Austin, Bemidji, Circle 
Pines, Duluth, Eden Prairie, Eveleth, 
Hastings, Moorhead, Northfield, 
St. Cloud, St. James, and St. Paul.

Four conversations were held in 
each location over the months of May 
through October of 2011. The first one 
dealt with the services cities provide 
and service preferences; the second—
how services are delivered and pref-
erences for service delivery; and the 

third with how services are paid for 
and resident funding preferences. 
The fourth meeting addressed values 
and considerations that state and city 
officials should keep in mind when 
making tough decisions.

Rather than send out general calls 
for all city residents to attend one of 
the first three meetings, the League 
instead chose to work with commu-
nity organizations that had regularly 
scheduled meetings or standard gath-
erings to invite community members. 
Community Conversations were 
held at meetings of the Chamber of 
Commerce or Rotary Club, at local 
colleges, at local churches, at senior 
centers, and other places where 
people regularly get together. For 
the fourth meeting, invitations were 
issued to all participants of the first 
three meetings plus any other inter-
ested residents in the community. 
All told, more than 730 Minnesotans 
representing a diverse mix of ages, 

income levels, ethnic backgrounds, 
and political views took part in the 
conversations.

At each conversation, participants 
were given brief background presen-
tations. Each presentation included an 
explanation of a projection that was 
prepared for the League by the Hubert H. 
Humphrey School at the University of 
Minnesota showing that, if all current 
trends were to remain the same, 
Minnesota cities of all types would be 
facing deficit situations by the year 
2015. After some brief instruction from 
a facilitator, participants were divided 
into small groups to answer and discuss 
a series of questions for the remainder 
of the 90-minute conversation. Each of 
the small groups was led by a trained 
facilitator. The opinions and perspec-
tives shared by participants flowed 
during structured yet comfortable 
conversations with friends, colleagues, 
and neighbors.

the league wanted to do several things 
with the community conversations 
component of the cities, services, and 
funding project. 

among them:

• to involve residents from Minnesota  
 cities of all sizes and  locations in   
 serious discussions about the   
 future of city services.

• to encourage participation among a  
 diverse group of Minnesotans.

• to give background information in an  
 objective way.

• to ask questions clearly and effectively,            
 so that useful information and opinions  
 could be collected from participants.

the league chose to gather information 
through town hall-like meetings known as 
community conversations. this informa-
tion-gathering method was selected for 
several reasons. the format made for a 
casual and civil atmosphere, and provided 
enough time for discussion of sometimes 
complex issues. 

additionally, it was anticipated that the 
format would facilitate thoughtful discus-
sion to help participants understand both 
positive and negative consequences of policy 
decisions, and lead to a meaningful dialogue 
that moved beyond the sound bite rhetoric 
that often dominates policy discussions.

in developing meeting content and               
design for the community conversations, 
the league partnered with university of 
Minnesota extension services. educators 
from extension services were particularly 
helpful in providing small group facilita-
tion training for league staff on how to 
best engage and encourage conversation 
among participants, handle potentially 
difficult situations among individuals 
or groups, and use active listening and 
reflecting skills.

to test drive the community conversations, 
league staff conducted a single-session 
pilot meeting in the city of onamia.

 designing the ProCess
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City serviCes.
the first conversation in each community 
focused on what city services Minnesotans 
rely on today and the kinds of services they 
will need to rely on in the future.  in the 
conversations, we encouraged participants 
to think about cities in all parts of the 
state—where they have friends or family 
that they visit, where they work, where 
they go to shop or play or worship.  We also 
asked people to name the services that 
they personally could do without, or with 
less of, and which ones communities in 
general could do without, or with less of.  

serviCe delivery.
during the second conversation we talked to 
Minnesotans about how city services should 
be delivered. the goal was to get reaction 
to delivering services in new and different 
ways, including city-county partnerships, 
contracting with a private business, and 
using volunteers. We asked questions 
about what people are willing to give up 
and where they are not willing to accept 
changes in how the services they use are 
provided. Minnesotans talked about which 
elements of the way services are delivered 
are critical and which are not.

Funding.
the third conversation was focused on 
finding out how Minnesotans think city ser-
vices should be paid for. We asked partici-
pants to share their preferences for paying 
fees for services versus paying taxes for 
services. the conversations also invited 
Minnesotans to talk about whether or not 
the state should have a role in providing 
city services and their opinions about the 
idea of financially supporting communities 
other than the community where they lived.   

values.
in each community, the fourth and final 
conversation was for those who partici-
pated in any of the first three conversa-
tions and members of the broader commu-
nity. We asked Minnesotans to share values 
they want state and local leaders to think 
about when they are making tough choices 
about the services that cities will provide, 
the ways those services are provided, and 
the ways to pay for them.  

2
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all told, More tHan 730 
Minnesotans rePresenting 
a diverse sPread of ages, 
incoMe levels, etHnicities, 
and Political leanings took 
Part in tHe conversations.



how do you meet 
minnesotans 
where they are?
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In total, the League conducted 46 
conversations in the 12 participat-
ing cities. Each host city selected for 
Community Conversations is home to 
a variety of groups and organizations 
in which city or area residents regu-
larly and actively participate. 

Organizations that hosted meet-
ings included six business groups 
(employers, associations, chambers of 
commerce), six senior organizations, 
six nonprofit or civic groups, five 
Rotary clubs, four groups of college 
students/staff, two church congre-
gations, two parent groups, two non-
English speaking groups, and one 
youth council, among others. 

In addition to the Community 
Conversations held in each of the 12 
cities, the League invited individuals 
who were not able to attend one of the 
40+ meetings to share their thoughts 
in one of two ways—through visit-
ing the League’s “Cities Matter” booth 
sometime during the 12 days of the 
Minnesota State Fair or visiting www.
community-conversations.org.                                                                 
    >>>



At the State Fair booth, visitors 
were asked to respond to this ques-
tion: “Tough decisions need to be made 
about city services in Minnesota. 
What’s most important for state and 
city leaders to keep in mind?”

Visitors were asked to write their 
answers to the question on 4x6 note 
cards that were then collected and 
posted to a display board in the booth. 
Visitors were also asked to place “like” 
stickers on cards showing responses 
that they agreed with. All-in-all, the 
question prompted 372 idea cards 
and 393 “likes.” Because participants 
at the Fair did not get the same back-
ground information as people partici-
pating in the in-person Conversations, 
not all comments were specific to 
city government—many mentioned 
schools/education and state/federal 
politics. Top categories for “likes” 
related to the areas of governance,  
and what things cost and how to pay 
for them. 

Participation was also encouraged 
online – via www.community-conver-
sations.org. At this web site, visitors 
were able to answer the same ques-
tions asked at the in-person meetings. 
A total of 16 individuals from 14 cities 
completed forms; many responded to 
more than one topic. Responses from 
questions related to meetings #1 and 
#2 were very similar to those gener-
ated from the in-person meetings.  
Those responding to questions related 
to meetings #3 and #4 were less 
supportive of concepts like revenue 
sharing between the state and cities 
and new ways to bring in money than 
those participating in-person.
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anna says city services 
“create a backbone for our 
community by supporting 
our economy through trans-
portation, small business 
support, economic develop-
ment plans, [and providing] 
our homes with basic ameni-
ties and services.”

carl says “that people 
do rely on [city services], 
and please keep the cost 
of these services at an 
affordable rate.”

Hal relies on “public 
safety because it’s there 
whether or not it is ever 
necessary.”

violet relies on 
“water, electricity, snow 
removal.”

sheri says “being 
nimble and thinking 
creatively for solutions 
will be key.”
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The League set out to talk to a broad 
mix of Minnesotans. By working with 
host cities and partner organizations, 
the conversations brought together 
participants of diverse ages, educa-
tional levels, ethnicities, and polit-
ical leanings. Efforts were made to 
talk with groups of different ages and 
backgrounds throughout the state. 
For example, conversations were held 
at senior centers, colleges, and with a 
city youth commission.
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In the spring of 2010, the League of Minnesota Cities 
asked the Hubert H. Humphrey School at the University 
of Minnesota to conduct research on city budgets to learn 
how the finances of cities in our state would look in a few 
years. The study concluded that if cities remain on their 
current financial path and no policy changes are made, all 
types of cities in all regions of the state will be broke by 
the year 2015 (read the complete report at www.lmc.org/
citybudgetprojections).
The projection formed the foundation for Community 
Conversation discussions. The projection was included as 
part of a brief, informational presentation given by League 
staff members prior to the Community Conversation small 
group discussions.

Participants also heard about a number of the things 
contributing to challenges faced by cities when attempt-
ing to balance budgets, including economic trends, a 
decrease in state dollars sent back to the cities, and chang-
ing demographics.

FisCal Condition oF minnesota Cities
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conversations?
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the handout  5
each conversation participant was given a handout that showed what services 
cities deliver and how they are paid for with illustrations representing 
“reservoirs” of revenue sources. the back side of the infographic page also 
listed services that are offered by all, most, or some Minnesota cities.

Post-conversation surveys showed that 
participant knowledge about city services 
increased dramatically after taking part in the 
community conversations. Most participants left 
the conversations energized and wanting more 
information. Many of them expressed interest in 
participating in future meetings/conversations on 
city issues hosted by their own cities.

BeFore and aFter: 
What PeoPle learned

334
193

Of what services cities typically deliver

Of what others in my community think about city services
83

265

152
Of how cities deliver services

271

142
Of how city services are funded

277

334

number of participants with high level   
of knowledge

before after
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What services do 
you rely on today?
meeting 1 focused on 
WHicH city services are iMPortant 
to Minnesotans

themselves included, were likely to 
need help in getting to appointments, 
maintaining healthy diets, and living 
in safe homes.  In many communities, 
people talked about transportation 
in general, pointing out that options 

would be needed for accessing health-
care and jobs, to get rural residents 
to cities, to serve the disabled, and 
to reduce the number of people driv-
ing alone in the car.  Some partici-
pants talked about using city parks 
more because they would have more 
free time in the future, and that popu-
lation growth in cities would create a 
need for more parks and open space. 
Others talked about cutting back on 
park maintenance or relying on volun-
teers instead of city-paid staff.  

Minnesotans who participated 
in Meeting 1 of the Community 
Conversations identified many differ-
ent city services they rely on in their 
day-to-day lives:  police, fire, ambu-
lance, streets, water, parks, trans-
portation, and libraries.  
It was common for people 
to describe police, fire, and 
ambulance as essential or 
basic services, and others 
talked about water and streets 
in the same way.  Participants 
also spoke fondly of parks and 
park programs, frequently 
describing having access 
to parks as something that 
people might consider when 
choosing a community to live 
in, as well as a public resource to attract 
visitors.  For many Minnesotans, the 
library is a community resource, a place to 
gather and connect as a community.  

When thinking about city services 
that will be important to them in 
the future, participants tended to 
focus their comments  on services 
for seniors—like housing, recreation, 
and meal services—and on transpor-
tation, parks, and the public library.  
They were quick to mention that aging 
Minnesotans in their communities, 

Other conversation time focused 
on libraries. Some talked about using 
the library more in their free time; 
others commented that the idea of 
a library needing to be in a physical 
space might be an old idea because of 

advances in new technologies 
like e-readers.

It was hard for people 
to name the services that 
they would cut back or get 
rid of altogether. They were 
concerned for city residents 
who would be hurt most by 
the cuts. They shared ideas 
about how to do things differ-
ently instead of making cuts, 
including using volunteers 
to provide certain services, 

sharing services between cities and/
or other local government entities, or 
contracting with private businesses, 
among others.   During the conversa-
tions, some participants made specific 
suggestions for cuts that would affect 
ice rinks, golf courses, pools, and park 
programs, but also acknowledged that 
cuts in recreational service amenities 
would affect the quality of life and 
ability to attract people and families.

ParticiPants struggled to 
naMe services tHat tHey 
Would cut back or eliMinate 
altogetHer, citing concern for 
city residents WHo Would be 
Hurt Most by tHe cuts.
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streets

Police, fire & ambulance

 economic planning

   community services

development & zoning

social services

elderly services

Medical services
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meeting    1    themes

• city services that participants rely 
upon in their day-to-day lives include 
police, fire, ambulance, streets, water, 
parks, transportation, and the library. 

• When thinking about the city 
services important to them in the 
future, participants tended to focus 
conversations on services for 
seniors—like housing, recreation, 
and meal services—and on 
transportation, parks, and the 
public library. 

• Parks and libraries were mentioned 
by some participants as services 
they’ll rely on more in the future as 
they expect to have more free time. 
others thought these will be less 
important in the future. 

• Participants struggled to name services 
that they would cut back or eliminate, 
citing concern for those who would 
be hurt most by the cuts. as an 
alternative, they shared ideas about 
how to do things differently instead of 
making cuts. 

garbage/
recycling
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Participants at Meeting 2 were asked 
to respond to several stories describ-
ing changes in the way a specific city 
service could be delivered.  Participants 
were asked to assume that cities 
could save money by making 
the change. Scenarios focused 
on the kinds of tradeoffs cities 
might consider as they face 
difficult choices for how to 
deliver services.

People were generally more 
concerned about what would 
happen as a result of a deliv-
ery change than the actual 
change itself. For example, 
participants voiced more concern 
with a potential increase in response 
time resulting from forming a joint 
police department than with the idea 
of police departments merging or collab-
orating with other entities to deliver  
services. Additionally, many participants 

thought that calls should be prioritized 
so that certain emergencies get fastest 
response time. 

Generally participants don’t care 
what organization or government 

actually provides the service. In other 
words, the name of the city or county 
shown on the side of a fire truck 
doesn’t matter as long as it arrives 
in a timely manner when called. 
They want to know who is provid-
ing the service only for accountability 

reasons. Some participants, though, 
felt strongly that seeing their city’s 
name on the side of the vehicle can be 
a source of pride to the community. 

People also seemed to accept 
changes that result in an 
increased personal responsi-
bility, with perhaps less conve-
nience. For example, in one 
scenario participants accepted 
having to drive further to obtain 
a building permit if opera-
tions were combined with the 
county. There was great support 
for potential changes in library 
services as well. Participants 

generally accepted having to adjust 
to a new library location or different 
hours, but were concerned about acces-
sibility issues that might be experienced 
by residents other than themselves. 

Across all scenarios, changes that 
impact police, fire, and ambulance 
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What changes in 
city services are 
acceptable to you?

ParticiPants  Were More 
concerned about tHe 
outcoMes resulting froM a 
delivery cHange tHan tHe
actual cHange itself.

meeting 2 
focused on tHe Way city services 
are delivered



  

service levels were less acceptable 
to most participants. Minnesotans 
were mostly uncomfortable with the 
idea of changes that lower the quality 
and responsiveness of those services 
they most rely on, such as public 
safety response times and frequency 
of snowplowing. Two groups with 
the youngest participants suggested 
reducing police coverage levels. 
Several felt that overlap from the 
county could make up for a decline 
in city coverage and didn’t feel that 
a reduction would necessarily lead to 
an increase in crime. 

There was much enthusiasm 
around the idea of providing services 
through volunteer efforts. Many felt 
that volunteers would be able to do 
things like park maintenance, some 
library services, and senior services. 
However, participants stressed that 
there would need to be a volunteer 

coordinator or supervisor on city staff. 
Others had concerns about volunteer 
burnout, skill level, and liability. 

Sometimes cities consolidate with 
another city, meaning all city services 
are merged or combined with another 
city. Participants were asked what 
they thought of this strategy, both in 
general and if their own city pursued 
it.  In most conversations, participants 
thought that consolidation might 
work for some cities such as small 
cities or cities that are very alike. 
Participants in Greater Minnesota 
talked about consolidation differ-
ently than did participants in the 
metro area. Metro area groups talked 
about additional inconvenience with 
a larger city area resulting from consol-
idation, while non-metro groups talked 
about distance as a barrier to a merger.

meeting   2    themes

• overall, there was strong sentiment 
that changes to how city services are 
delivered are necessary given the 
current economic environment. 

• Participants were generally more 
concerned about the outcomes      
resulting from a delivery change 
than the actual change itself. 

• Participants said they don’t care 
who provides a service as long as 
the service level remains the same.    
for accountability reasons, partici-
pants want to know who is providing 
the service. 

• People seem accepting of changes 
that would make it less convenient 
or require them to do more to access 
a service.

• across all scenarios, changes that 
impact police, fire, and ambulance 
service levels were less acceptable 
to most participants. 

• there was much enthusiasm around 
the idea of providing services 
through volunteer efforts. However, 
participants stressed that there 
would need to be some sort of vol-
unteer program with coordination or 
supervision provided by city staff. 

• generally, participants thought that 
consolidation might work for some 
cities such as small cities or cities 
sharing similar characteristics, 
although there were some regional 
differences in perceived barriers or 
downsides to collaboration.
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About half of the people who participated in Meeting 3 of 
the Community Conversations said that property owners 
should pay most of the costs of city services in their own 
cities because they are the main users of those services. 
Few participants, however, felt that paying for services 
should be the responsibility of  homeowners or business 
owners only. People were quick to recognize the demand 
on city services created by workers, college students, visi-
tors, shoppers, and others. 
They were less sure about 
how to collect payment 
from non-resident users—
whether it should involve 
fees, special taxes, or some-
thing else.

The vast majority of 
participants indicated 
a belief that the state 
government has a finan-
cial interest in making 
sure that basic or neces-
sary city services are 
available in all parts of 
Minnesota.  Participants talked about budget challenges 
faced by small towns and areas affected by the economic 
downturn as reasons for state involvement.

When asked if they generally preferred paying fees or 
property taxes to fund services, about half of the partic-
ipants stated no preference. As discussions got more 

in-depth, some clear preferences did emerge, including a 
preference to pay property taxes for services that are acces-
sible to all residents, like streets and parks. Those express-
ing that view think that property taxes are more fair—
services are provided because all residents contribute.

People said that fees should fund services with direct 
benefit to a specific user—like ski trail passes or building 
permits. Many, though, expressed concerns about the abil-

ity of some residents to pay fees, 
and worried that too many fees 
and/or moving to funding more 
services through fees would 
limit access to services and 
activities for those residents.

Participants had mixed opin-
ions on local sales taxes.  If the 
tax is for a specific project—like 
a water treatment plant—and 
is in place for a limited amount 
of time, they are more will-
ing to pay it. Some people said 
they support this kind of reve-
nue source for cities if they get 

to vote on it.   Others do not like the idea of a local sales 
tax to pay for general city services that are currently paid 
for through property taxes and other sources. They were 
concerned about being able to track where the money 
goes, and about how spending decisions for the money 
would be made.

how do you want to 
fund city services?
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meeting 3 
focused on Preferences 
for Paying for services

tHe vast MaJority of 
ParticiPants indicated a belief 
tHat tHe state governMent Has 
a financial stake in ensuring 
basic or necessary city 
services are available in all 
Parts of Minnesota.



none

some

all

most

yes

unsure

no

yes

unsure

no

fees

taxes

no preference

unsure

don’t like

like

unsure

don’t like

like

to what extent should 
people who have a 
home or business in a 
community pay for city 
services provided in 
that community?

should people who don’t 
have a home or business 
in the community pay for 
some of the costs too?

should the state 
spend money on 
making sure there are 
quality services for all 
regardless of where 
people live in the state?

do you prefer paying 
fees more than taxes?
taxes more than fees? 
no preference?

What do you think of a 
special fee for regular 
maintenance of city 
streets such as for 
pothole repair, street 
sweeping, etc.? 

What do you think of a 
local sales tax only for 
a specific city resource 
like a community center, 
athletic facility, or 
something else?

What do you think of a 
local sales tax for general 
city services, meaning the 
sales tax dollars could 
be used to pay for any 
of the services the city 
provides?

51% 34%

13%
2%

86%

8%
6%

84%

12%

4%

48%

34%

18%

57%24%

20%

52%

29%

19%

46%
24%

30%
unsure

don’t like

like

What did minnesotans say?

Meeting participants answered several questions 
about paying for city services
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  meeting    3   themes

• roughly half of participants felt that 
property owners should pay most 
of the costs of city services because 
they are the primary users of those 
services. Participants were quick to 
recognize the demand on services cre-
ated by non-residents such as work-
ers, students, visitors, and shoppers. 

• the vast majority of participants think 
that the state government has a finan- 
cial stake in ensuring that basic or 
necessary city services are available 
in all parts of Minnesota. 

• roughly half of participants had no 
preference for funding city services 
with fees or property taxes. upon 
deeper discussion, many voiced 
preferences to pay property taxes for 
services accessible to all residents, 
like streets. 

• fees were favored as a way to fund 
services with direct benefit to a spe-
cific user, like building permits. 

• Participants had mixed opinions regard-
ing support for local sales taxes.  a 
temporary tax for a specific project was 
more acceptable to many than a tax that 
could support general city services. 
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What values do you 
want decision makers 
to keep in mind?



  

Throughout the state, Minnesotans 
offered many ideas and values for 
city and state decision makers to 
keep in mind as changes are made 
to city services, how they’re deliv-
ered and how they are to be paid for. 
Generally, participants said that lead-
ers should consider all of the needs 
of Minnesotans, paying attention to 
groups of different ages, capabilities, 
and socio-economic status. Fairness 
and equity were often mentioned as 
important to keep in mind. The need for 
leadership—for decision makers to be 
willing to make the hard choices—was 
also important to many participants. 

Meeting 4 took place in a way that 
encouraged participants to share their 
values and considerations with each 
other in small groups, by writing them 
on notecards and posting them on the 
wall. Then people selected the three 
ideas from those generated by small 
group participants that they felt were 
most important. 

Ideas that related to quality of 
life or the impact of decisions on the 
community as a whole got the most 
support. Those ideas often mentioned 
the word “community” or charac-
teristics such as safety, well-being, 
and quality of life. Participants also 
wanted leaders to think about how 
decisions would affect different types 
of people.

The next most supported group 
of ideas related to service levels and 
availability. Many of these ideas were 
about protecting “core,” “essential,” 
“basic,” or “general” services. Those 
services were often described as 
services that people cannot do with-
out or do for themselves, or those that 
private businesses are unlikely or 
unable to provide. Participants noted 
that those services, such as water, 
sewage, fire and police, contribute 
to the safety and well-being of the 
community. While some stressed 
support for these basic services, others 
urged officials to look at all city services 
when making tough decisions. 

Ideas related to what things cost 
and how to pay for them rounded 
out the top three groups of ideas that 
received the most support. Some of 
these were about specific ways to 
bring in revenue. Others stressed that 
leaders should  look at the costs versus 
benefits when making spending deci-
sions. Participants also encouraged 
leaders to consider those who use 
services and those who pay for them 
—homeowners, business owners, 
residents and visitors—when making 
budgeting decisions.

meeting    4    themes

• generally, participants indicated that 
officials should consider the differ-
ing needs of Minnesotans. fairness 
and equity were often mentioned as 
important to keep in mind. 

• ideas that related to quality of life or 
the impact of decisions on the com-
munity collectively garnered the most 
support among participants. 

• the next most supported group of 
ideas related to service levels and 
availability. Many of these ideas advo-
cated protection of “core,” “essential,” 
“basic,” or “general” services. 

• ideas related to what things cost and 
how to pay for them rounded out the 
top three groups that received the 
most support from participants. 
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meeting 4 
focused on tHe values and 
considerations Minnesotans tHink 
sHould guide tougH cHoices



do minnesotans 
share your ideas?

20  

  
in eacH of tHe conversations around tHe 
state, Minnesotans offered tHeir ideas for 
HoW to Meet neW service needs brougHt 
about by tHe cHanging deMograPHics of 
our state. tHey Had ideas about neW Ways 
of delivering city services in order to cut 
costs. tHey Had ideas on WHat tHey could do 
differently as individuals and as coMMuni-
ties. and tHat is Just tHe beginning. 



   21

tHe folloWing 
categories 
suMMarize all of 
tHe ideas tHat 
ParticiPants offered 
during tHe coMMunity 
conversations . . .

individuals 
should steP 
uP4
Many people had ideas that focused 
on residents stepping up to help cities 
meet the needs of their communi-
ties. These ideas included things like 
starting volunteer programs at the 
library, the parks, and the community 
center. At a few conversations, partic-
ipants were energized by the idea of 
volunteer fire departments instead 
of having paid firefighters. Others 
suggested that seniors could form 
service exchanges in order to meet 
a variety of their needs.  For exam-
ple, those who could drive people to 
their medical appointments would 
do so in exchange for help with cook-
ing meals. Those who could assist 
with meal preparation would do so in 
exchange for help with regular clean-
ing of their home. 

look For 
Partners4
Participants suggested that city lead-
ers consider partnerships with commu-
nity groups like Rotary clubs as well as 
nonprofits to provide services. Many 
participants thought that adopt-a-park 
programs could play an important role 
in maintaining park facilities and park 
programs. Individuals, service organiza-
tions, nonprofits and other groups were 
identified as potential partners for such 
programs. 

make some 
serviCe 
Changes4
People  offered a few thoughts on how 
city officials could change city services 
in order to reduce costs. These included 
sending either police or fire or ambu-
lance as first response to an emergency 
instead of all of them. Another idea was 
to build narrower streets without curbs 
and gutters in developing neighbor-
hoods and areas. Having fewer traffic 
lights was also suggested.  

do things in 
neW Ways4
During the conversations, Minnesotans 
shared ideas about how cities could 
do what they do now but in new and 
different ways. For example, some 
thought cities could contract out for 
certain services with private busi-
nesses.  Many people wanted city offi-
cials to look at partnering and sharing 
with other cities, school districts, and 
counties in order to provide services. 
There was quite a bit of conversa-
tion around sharing staff across city 
departments, like street maintenance 
and park maintenance, and also with 
neighboring cities. Participants also 
suggested that local leaders think 
about how to use technology to be 
more efficient, particularly for permit 
and other application processes, and 
consider new ways to reduce overtime 
costs. Looking for ways to eliminate 
duplication of services, such as when a 
county and a city both provide the same 
kind of service, was also discussed.

Find neW 
Ways to Bring 
in money4
Participants in the conversations 
suggested that city officials think 
creatively about other ways to 
raise money. Some ideas offered up 
included renting out parts of city 
facilities, like the library or commu-
nity center, and charging higher fees 
for non-residents to use city facilities 
and programs.   



22 

What do you think 
about what we 
learned?

The research efforts and experiences of many organizations focused on 
civic engagement have revealed that expecting people to come to you 
is not realistic. The Community Conversations model focused on going 
to where people are already gathering.  The meetings piggybacked on 
existing meetings of existing groups in most cases.  That meant that 
meetings were convened by a trusted, known, familiar individual or 
group.  It was clear that receiving a personal invitation from someone 
familiar increased the likelihood that people would attend a meeting.

coMMunity 
conversations 
Were a Positive 
eXPerience for 
ParticiPants in 
Many Ways. >  > >

Participants’ knowledge about city services—what they are and how 
they are typically funded—increased dramatically after taking part 
in one of the conversations. They were able to have sincere genuine 
discussions with neighbors, colleagues, friends, and coworkers.  The 
way information is presented really matters; providing solid, unbiased 
background information in a way that is accessible and avoids trigger-
ing ideology is key to having productive conversations.

Minnesotans were also energized to talk about their communi-
ties and what mattered to them. People did not use the meetings as a 
chance to complain about their city or to criticize local officials. They 
were able to move beyond rhetoric and ideology to talk about what 
different policy choices would really mean for them, for others that 
they know, and even for those they don’t know in their own or other 
communities. 

The residents that came to the conversations left the events want-
ing more—more information, more conversation, more input into 
future policy choices.  Participants were given the option of shar-
ing their name and contact information with their city in order to 
be considered for future public engagement opportunities and other 
events specific to the city—almost 300 of the attendees volunteered 
their information.  Many participants thanked the presenters and 
facilitators for the experience; it was not unusual for folks to opt to 
stay longer and talk with staff.

Working WitH 
Partners is 
critical to 
engaging 
tHe Public in 
conversation.
< < <
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Throughout the conversations, Minnesotans 
demonstrated that they are willing to support 
changes to the ways that services are delivered.  
People did not seem taken aback by the premise 
that changes will have to be made and in fact were 
already expecting their local leaders to be seek-
ing out ways to do just that.  New service delivery 
arrangements that would lessen quality or access 
to a service (for example, longer response times 
when calling the fire department) were the only 
ones that caused concern among participants.  
Minnesotans also are willing to change their own 
behavior patterns to accommodate some of the 
new ways that cities may do things.  

Minnesotans 
are oPen to 
cHange.  >  > >

Participants clearly value city services and the 
role city services plays in their lives.  They place 
importance on a wide range of city services.  It was 
easy for Minnesotans that joined in the conver-
sations to think about the services that they 
use and rely on. People were also able to quickly 
identify services that others they know—family, 
friends, coworkers—use in their own communi-
ties.  Minnesotans care about what happens in 
the future to the city services they rely on.

Minnesotans 
care about 
cities.  >  > >

Minnesotans care about 
Minnesotans.
< < <
People participating in the conversations clearly 
demonstrated that they care about what services 
others use. The quality of life for people in commu-
nities across the state is important to Minnesotans.   
Reluctance to identify services that communities 
statewide should cut suggests that people care 
about services that others use even if they them-
selves do not use them.
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“new communication 
bridges between the city 
and the citizen need to be 
built. a city cannot depend 
on the local newspaper or 
radio to get information 
dispersed.”
Mayor Mark voxland 
city of Moorhead

how will you 
be part of the 
conversation? 
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start talking
“coMMunity engageMent is vital for 
tHe future of our cities as We look to 
Providing cost-effective services WitH 
tHe focus on quality of life. We all 
need to Work togetHer to find tHe 
rigHt directions for a Productive future, 
and tHat Makes effective coMMunication 
WitH citizens essential.” 
councilmember Janet anderson 
city of austin

The time has come for bold action: 
a complete rethinking of the services 
cities provide and how to pay for those 
services. The Community Conversations 
are simply a first step in that direction. 
To find better solutions for the people 
of Minnesota, a broader conversation 
must continue—in cities of every size, in 
every corner of the state.

The solutions are not obvious. We 
need more than just those who are 
typically involved in public policy to 
be thinking and talking about cities, 
services, and funding in order to 
ensure what we know and love about 
our communities will be there in the 
future. We need all Minnesotans to 
be engaged in conversation about the 
future of cities. 

We encourage city residents across 
this state to start their own conver-
sations and to ask city officials about 
how to be involved. City leaders 
around the state are encouraged to 
engage local partners in order to have 
conversations in their communities. 
City residents should participate and 
share their ideas and opinions with 
their local officials.

during the Community Conversations, 
questions answered by minnesotans 
included the ones listed at right. how 
would you answer these questions?  
how would your neighbors answer 
them? your colleagues? your family? 
your fellow faith community members? 
your fellow service club members?

For more information and                      
resources visit:

www.citiesmatter.org

www.community-conversations.org

www.youtube.com/outsidetheox

www.youtube.com/citiesmatter

• What city services do you and your     
 family use on a consistent basis?

• What city services will you likely be     
 using 10-15 years from now?

• What city services could you and your  
 family use less of or do without?

• What changes are you willing to accept  
 in how a service is delivered?

• do you prefer paying fees more than  
 taxes? taxes than fees?

• do you support some kind of revenue  
 sharing between the state and cities?

• What are the most important               
 considerations for city and state   
 decision makers to keep in mind   
 in making tough decisions about   
 budgets?



Photo credits: Photos by Scott Streble, page 6; page 7, top row and bottom left.  Photos by ann arbor Miller, page 7 bottom right; page 
24. Photos courtesy of community action Partnership of ramsey & Washington counties, pages 15, 22 and 23.
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Who helped make the 
conversations happen?

the city of austin  
Mower county senior center
riverland community college
chamber of commerce
ksMq Public tv

the city of northfield 
carleton college
growing up Healthy
village on the cannon Homeowners association
chamber of commerce

the city of st. James 
Prairie view assisted living and senior apartments
rotary club
adult literacy Program

the city of st. Paul  
counties community action Partnership
unity unitarian church
neighborhood House
st Paul second shift youth commission

the city of duluth  
Minnesota Pipetrades
Minnesota council of nonprofits
university of Minnesota-duluth—
student group

the city of bemidji  
rotary club
downtown development authority
northview senior apartments

the city of eveleth  
americinn Hotel staff
rotary club

the city of circle Pines 
st. Mark’s lutheran
northern technologies
rotary club

the city of eden Prairie 
rotary club
eden Prairie senior center
eden Prairie community centerthe city of Hastings  

united  Way of Hastings
Hastings area chamber of commerce
Hastings Ministerial association

the city of st. cloud  
league of Women voters
Mccarthy center for Public Policy and 
civic engagement, college of st. benedict/
st. John’s university

the city of Moorhead 
chamber of commerce
bluestem center for the arts
Moorhead Public schools
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