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Prevention is  an obvious  approach to public problems .  While we're 
familiar with think ing about prevention when it comes  to healthcare 
or public s afety,  we may not realiz e that many of the activities  of 
government can also be clas s ified as  prevention.   
 
However,  prevention is  often not utiliz ed fully,  becaus e there can 
be great political pres s ure on government to enact action-oriented 
s olutions  and res pond reactively rather than proactively.  In s pite of 
this ,  preventative s olutions  to public problems  s hould be 
cons idered as  a trans formative way of think ing about local 
government activities .  For ex ample,  s quad cars  policing a 
neighborhood may not be as  effective at deterring crime as  an 
active neighborhood community watch program would be—and 
they are certainly more ex pens ive.   
 
T he k ey to effective prevention is  not a specific program,  but 
instead a new way of think ing.  Preventative think ing—and the 
ability to embrace preventative s olutions —requires  a total-s ystems  
approach to problem definition and s ubs equent problem solving.  In 
think ing about healthcare,  we are often very k nowledgeable about 
preventative approaches —we understand the value inherent to 
them,  in both quality of life and in cost,  es pecially when compared 
to a cris is  or an "emergency room" approach.  Just as  it's  reas onable 
to eat healthy and ex ercis e regularly to maintain good health,  
governments  s hould think  about what they can do to maintain or 
build s olid communities  and avoid costly,  intens e res pons es  later.   
 
So what does  it tak e to begin us ing preventative think ing in 
government? As  s tated earlier,  many activities  of local government 
are already preventative:  street s weeping prevents  litter and leaves  
from clogging storm s ewers ,  leas h laws  and dog licens ing prevent 
injury and the s pread of animal dis eas es ,  building ins pections  
prevent accidents  and los s  of life or property.  Even though we think  
about thes e k inds  of s olutions ,  many of them have eventually 
become cons idered regulatory rather than preventative.   
 
In the contex t of s ervice delivery innovation and redes ign,  
prevention requires  total s ystems  think ing and clear problem 
definition.  T he firs t s tep,  just as  in other areas  of innovation and 
s ervice delivery redes ign,  is  to define the problem.   
 

Tools: Prevention 
 

"The best way to solve a problem is not to have it occur in the 
first place."  Anonymous 
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T o illustrate the problem to redes ign methodology for this  s ection,  
we us e the ex ample of C ity of Minneapolis ’  "Plow Pal" program:  
 
Step 1 .  C learly define the problem 
C itiz ens  are not aware of s now 
emergencies  and therefore fail 
to follow s now emergency 
protocol for street park ing.   
 
Step 2 .  State the des ired 
meas urable outcome  
Fewer cars  towed and s now-les s  
s treets .  
 
Step 3 .  Investigate why traditional approaches  aren’ t work ing 
Post s now emergency information online and provide information 
to local media outlets  (televis ion,  radio,  etc. ).  
 
Step 4 .  Identify alternative theories  or as s umptions  that addres s  
the problem 
Greater citiz en awarenes s  will res ult in fewer neces s ary tows ;  
nearnes s  and personaliz ation of s now emergency status  will help 
citiz ens  follow protocol.  
 
Step 5 .  Innovation and redes ign 
T he C ity of Minneapolis  launched its  "Plow Pal" program that 
encourages  citiz ens  to tak e an active role in their  neighborhoods  to 
remind their neighbors  of s now emergency protocol and provides  
them with posters  to place in areas  vis ible to the public.  T his  
program prevents  the need for towing cars  by encouraging 
neighbors  to look  out for each other.  
 

Interestingly,  there is  little regarding prevention in the public 
management or innovation literature.  Much has  been res earched 
and written about prevention within certain policy or program 
areas ;  however,  there is  a relative dearth of res earch on the general 
us e of preventative think ing in public management,  administration 
or its  us e in s ervice delivery innovation and redes ign.  Prevention is  
about policy des ign rather than management.  
 

Prevention is  about 
policy des ign rather 
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Real ex amples  of prevention include:  
 

• Neighborhood C rime Watch in North St.  Paul:  A program is  
advertis ed to citiz ens  as  "neighbors  helping neighbors " to 
build meaningful neighborhood relationships  that 
enhance public s afety.  

• Vis ion Screening: It is  a requirement in the State of 
Minnes ota that all s choolchildren undergo vis ion 
s creenings  in order to catch child vis ion problems  that 
could have cons equences  to both their  health and 
academic performance.  

• Dak ota C ounty WIC  Scheduling System:  Prevents  no-s hows  
by allowing for more convenient s cheduling practices  for 
its  Women,  Infant and C hildren’ s  (WIC ) food program.   

• Farmington Pollution Prevention Program:  Work s  to 
prevent pollution from occurring in the firs t place,  rather 
than paying for ex pens ive clean-up afterwards .  

• Eden Prairie’ s  2 0 -4 0 -1 5  Program:  A program intended to 
improve energy efficiency in all Eden Prairie facilities  by 
2 0  percent and increas e the fuel efficiency of its  vehicle 
fleet by 4 0  percent,  all by the year 2 0 1 5 .   

• Dilworth’ s  Code RED:  An ultra-high-s peed telephone 
communication s ervice for emergency notifications  and 
the distribution of important information.   

• Rain-barrel,  composting and burn-barrel information in 
Beck er C ounty:  Made available to res idents  on the county 
webs ite.   

• Mank ato’ s  Lost Pet Program:  Prevents  the costly 
euthaniz ing of animals  in the city pound by posting 
pictures  of the animals  online.  

• Falcon Heights  C lickFix :  A way for citiz ens  to report 
problems  through their cell phones  in the C ity of Falcon 
Heights .  

• Rams ey C ounty/ St.  Paul Gang Prevention:  Efforts  are 
proving s ucces s ful at diverting uns upervis ed young 
people into meaningful activities .  

• Fit City Duluth: A partnership between Duluth and the St. 
Louis County public health department to encourage 
physical activity and improve air quality by providing the 
opportunity for people to walk and bike safely in the 
community. 

• Kandiyohi County Healthy Eating in Schools Project: Public 
health staff work with schools to offer healthier options at 
the school’s concession stands in order to prevent child 
obesity. 
  

http://www.ci.north-saint-paul.mn.us/index.asp?Type=B_BASIC&SEC=%7B21048001-F86E-4C8E-B7C8-0C9204081CCB%7D�
http://www.health.state.mn.us/divs/fh/mch/hlth-vis/vision.html�
http://www.co.dakota.mn.us/departments/publichealth/news/may08.htm�
http://www.ci.farmington.mn.us/Departments/NaturalResource/SWPPP.html�
http://www.edenprairie.org/vcurrent/live/news.asp?r=3834�
http://www.dilworthcitymn.com/index.asp?Type=B_EV&SEC=%7B4FAE6BD1-EF01-49AB-8AEA-3704061C9FC7%7D�
http://www.co.becker.mn.us/dept/environmental_services/default.aspx�
http://www.co.becker.mn.us/dept/environmental_services/default.aspx�
http://www.mankato-mn.gov/LostPets.aspx�
http://www.seeclickfix.com/citizens�
http://www.reservemaster.com/1w4x_saintpaul/Resource-Directory_090722.pdf�
http://www.farmtoschool.org/state-programs.php?action=detail&id=49&pid=351�
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• Southeast MN Chemical Dependency Pilot Project: Utilizes 
county funds in a nontraditional way to fund “healthcare 
navigators” to help chemically dependent individuals stay 
sober by assisting them with housing, metal health and 
primary medical care. 

 
However,  prevention is  not without its  limitations .  Prevention 
does n’t always  work  as  ex pected and it can be hard to get public 
s upport for s pending money on prevention.  Strong evidence of 
caus e and effect (which can be time-consuming and ex pens ive to 
produce) is  often needed to continue prevention funding.  
 
In Minnes ota,  we have a wide variety of nonprofit organiz ations  
that perform prevention-related work  and are leaders  in 
preventative think ing.  It is  important to remember that prevention 
work  does  not have to be conducted by government employees ;  
many nonprofits  currently receive grants  from government 
authorities  to perform prevention work .  
 

Further readings  and ex amples  of Prevention are available.   
at T he H umphrey School of Public Affairs  Local Government 
Innovations  Webs ite.  

 
Prevention Strategies  offers  a variety of their  reports  on drug and 
alcohol prevention in s chools  online at 
http: / / www. preventionstrategies . com/  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.lgi.umn.edu/�
http://www.lgi.umn.edu/�
http://www.preventionstrategies.com/�

