
In March of 2020 the world we know changed forever. In January 2020 I began work with Results for America 
(RFA). It was clear we had a part to play in supporting cities through the crisis.



Responding to the gross disparities shown by the
pandemic, the role of Equity took center stage in civic
policy reform. It was crucial for What Works Cities
(WWC) to assert its expertise in data’s role in this time of
wide-ranging opportunities for progress.



CITY BUDGETING FOR EQUITY & RECOVERY

Avoiding Common Pitfalls In Community Engagement

Gather Data to 
Build a Clear 
Mandate

Use surveys, focus 
groups, interviews, 
meetings, and other 
tactics to identify 
problems, set 
priorities, and grasp 
public sentiment.

Your engagement generates 
useless or irrelevant data

Your engagement does not achieve 
sufficient or representative turnout

Your engagement feels extractive 
or condescending to participants

You leave marginalized communi-
ties feeling unheard or excluded

Your engagement activities feel perfor-
mative or pointless to participants

Preview your engagement activities and 
questions with engagement specialists at 
the city, community members or groups, 
and the teams that will analyze the data.

Use online and accessible in-per-
son forums. Partner with community 
organizations to increase turnout. 
Spur participation with non-mon-
etary and monetary incentives.

Tell people how you will use their 
input. Do not oversimplify core 
concepts for your audience.

Eliminate barriers related to language, 
technology, physical ability, work sched-
ules and childcare responsibilities.

Make sure engagement is neces-
sary for your specific goals 
and will support decisions.

Using Community Engagement 
to Build a Clear Mandate

Miami-Dade County Launches Thrive 305 Survey 
and Workshops Process to Inform County Budget 

In Miami-Dade County, for example, Mayor Daniella 
Levine Cava wanted to spark civic engagement and 
align her administration’s agenda with constituents’ prior-
ities after taking office late last year. Her staff launched 
a countywide survey that could quickly reach a broad 
range of residents. In February 2021, more than 25,000 
people completed the survey. One clear theme that 
emerged from the results was a concern about public 
safety.   Specifically, many respondents expressed a 
desire to increase their sense of safety by improving light-
ing and maintenance in parks and other public spaces.

With clear data to point to, Mayor Cava proposed 
increased funding in this area in her administration’s 
first budget. To help turn survey results into a communi-
ty-driven policy framework, Mayor Cava’s team also 
held a series of workshop events with county lead-
ership and staff, nonprofits, community leaders and 
policy experts. (Adapted from 2021 Medium post)

Goal Pitfall Solution Example

Equitable budgetary decision-making should aspire to include diverse city residents in the process. 
The right style of engagement will depend on the nature of the decision: Your city might release a 
survey to gather data in order to determine budget priorities, or you might decide to partner with a 
local organization to learn how to improve the operation of an existing program.

Once you have defined your goals and selected the community engagement approach, watch out 
for common pitfalls that can turn a well-intentioned strategy into one that fails to produce the needed 
results, or worse, harms your city’s relationship with the community. For each of the three community 
engagement approaches below, check the potential pitfalls and consider the tactics suggested in order 
to be more inclusive, gather better data, build trust, and make superior decisions. Learn more about 
community engagement here.
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From launch through published e-book, I led on the many editorial,
partnership, and project management needs and opportunities around
WWC’s City Budgeting for Equity and Recovery program (a Bloomberg
Philanthropies programmatic response to the looming financial struggles
the Pandemic presented). This included multiple wide-ranging media and
speaking opportunities, as well as resource and toolkit(s) development and
delivery for cities and organizations nationwide.



Identifying, securing, and supporting a presence at targeted events, powerful thought 
leadership, and promotional opportunities, was a key aspect of my duties at What Works Cities. 



Building relationships with editors, mayors, and organizations like Next City and the African American
Mayors Alliance (to name a few) was a key part of WhatWorks Cities’ growth in recent years.



Explaining how cities can better collect, manage and

use data can be hard, and needs a bit of a deep dive for

those doing the work.

While at What Works Cities I maintained and guided

our relationship with “Data Smart City Solutions” at

Harvard, to produce dozens of resources cities can use

to better understand the methodology behind What

Works Cities’ recommended best-practices.

Similarly, I was responsible for maintaining and

developing our relationship with Bloomberg’s Spark

newsletter to ensure synchronicity amidst our “in-

house” publications and opportunities.



Working closely with city leadership, we helped celebrate and promote the participation and achievement of cities
involved with a wide-range of What Works Cities programs, learning opportunities and cohorts developing Economic
Mobility initiatives, Alterative Emergency response, and Guaranteed Income piloting, to name a few.



Consistently celebrating cities for their data-driven work was a central part of the What Works 
Cities model, and a central function of my work there.


