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The Transformation from a “Trust Us” model to a Performance Based Organization

How do you change from government status quo, from the old “trust us” model, to a performance based, data-driven organization?  For the City of Fort Collins it meant going back to basics.
The Challenge

During the 1990’s, the City of Fort Collins experienced extraordinary revenue growth.  As a result, citizens enjoyed new services and programs, and things in the City organization were going smoothly.  But as the national and regional economy changed, so did Fort Collins’ revenue picture.  By 2003, expenses were outpacing revenues.   
Economic recovery continued to be slow.  The City cut nearly $6.0 million from the general budget from 2003 - 2006.  Citizens began to question why services were cut and how was the City of Fort Collins spending tax dollars.  
Internally the City of Fort Collins faced challenges as well.  Employee wages were frozen from 2003 - 2005.  Employee health care costs continued to rise and morale was declining.  Difficult choices had to be made, but in many cases, the data needed to make those decisions was lacking.  
When a new City Manager and a new Mayor arrived on the scene in 2005, the City of Fort Collins was perfectly positioned to implement new programs that focused on the basics of sustainable service levels and successful government: transparency and accountability.

To address these challenges, the City implemented several new programs that hinged on the basics: transparency and accountability.  This summary includes a recap of four primary areas which are helping to move the City of Fort Collins from a “trust us” government, to a performance based organization. 
Budgeting for Outcomes
First, the City Fort Collins revamped the budgeting process.  The old budgeting model was based on funding City departments.  With the implementation for Budgeting for Outcomes (BFO), the focus changed to funding services.  BFO focuses on community priorities and assigns dollars to fund those priorities.  It is a totally new way of budgeting that is based on collaboration, transparency and delivering the services that matter most to taxpayers.
The BFO process involved more than 300 City employees from all departments and organizational levels and provided a much higher degree of Council involvement.   The process began with City Council, using citizen input, determining desired community outcomes.  These priority outcomes were then assigned to staff “Results Teams” who developed purchasing plans and strategies for how those outcomes would best be achieved.  This involved creating a map of the factors that led to or impacted the desired result.  A staff Leadership Team allocated a set amount of money to each outcome.  Service providers, or sellers, (which were a cross section of departments, work teams, partnerships, etc. . .) made offers which were then ranked and allocated dollars by priority until the available funds were spent.  A line was drawn at this point, called the Drilling Platform, with all proposals above the line being funded and those below being cut.  

BFO ensures that every budget line item directly links to a service; the community decides what services are valuable and which are not.  And because the choices are much more transparent than in traditional budgeting models, the final output is a budget that reflects citizen priorities and delivers service efficiently, resulting in services that can be sustained over time.
Revenue Forecasting

A key component to the new financial model was a drastic change in how the City of Fort Collins forecasts revenue.  Previous budgeting cycles were based on a generic forecasting model.  Although it served Fort Collins well in the past, the status quo forecasting process could not keep pace with the quick-changing nature of today’s economy.  
Accurate revenue predictions are essential to creating sustainable services and building credibility in the community.  The City of Fort Collins dedicated extensive resources to customizing revenue forecasting models to accurately reflect the local economy.  Such innovation now takes into account regional competition, the performance of key retailers, and other elements specific to Fort Collins.
Performance Measurement
Moving away from the “Trust Us” form of government also requires local government to prove to citizens that the services provided and their costs are on par with similar communities.  Whereas in years past we could talk about neighboring communities or try to conceptually describe services in similar towns, the implementation of ICMA Performance Measurements provided tangible benchmarking data.

The Budgeting for Outcomes process also incorporates performance indicators.  Twenty-one specific indicators have been developed to measure how well the City is doing in meeting the community’s desired outcomes.  In addition, many of the specific services are now tied to quantifiable goals and measurements.    

Armed with hard facts, the City of Fort Collins uses this information to identify and implement best practices, evaluate services and identify efficiencies.

Performance Management
The final component of Fort Collins evolution to a performance based organization is the implementation of a Performance Management system.  The new Performance Management system links individual performance to organizational objects and focuses on results.  Further, the program builds future capacity by focusing on employee development.   Performance Management is based on a “total rewards” framework.  Thus, the program addresses each phase of performance management including attraction and retention, motivation and rewards, building capability, and engaging the workforce.  
Innovative Progress 
The City of Fort Collins is on the leading edge with this innovative approach to budgeting.  Only a handful of other government entities have utilized Budgeting for Outcomes (BFO).  We approached the effort in true partnership with the Mayor and City Council, and communicated with them in ways that allowed them to really “own” the budget situation and understand the difficult choices we were facing.  

The Budgeting for Outcomes process provided several unexpected and positive results. In addition to creating a stronger and more responsive budget, the process encouraged employees to think creatively and cooperatively with other City departments in an effort to find more effective ways of accomplishing goals. Employees became more aware of services provided by other departments, and actively sought to develop new programs that would strengthen these services in the most cost-effective manner. Often, new programs were developed that did not require additional funds, and brought several departments together to accomplish goals. Sharing staff across departments, cooperatively developing marketing and public relations tools, and capitalizing on the expertise of other departments were only a few positive results of the Budgeting for Outcomes process.  

It created a higher level of credibility between the City and the community, and it strengthened the partnership with City Council.  Citizens, Council and a majority of City staff now have a much greater understanding of our City finances and what it costs to provide the level of service that our community desires and expects.  The phrase “the price of government” is becoming common terminology.  We believe this understanding will be invaluable to the continued success of our organization and our community.

In summary, the City of Fort Collins believes that this new data-driven approach, including Budgeting for Outcomes, revenue forecasting, performance measurement and performance management, will take our local government to a new level of excellence.  
