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Norwegian Ice Breaker 



Expectation? 
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Expectation? 
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Top Public Works Challenges 

From American City and County magazine: 

– Budget/funding  87% 

– Infrastructure Quality  55% 

– Public Expectations 45% 

– Employee Morale  43% 

– Public perception    27% 
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Really??? 
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Managing Expectations 

Principles 

1) Understand the Environment 

2) Know the Audience 

3) Design the Strategy 

4) Plan the Tactics 

16 



Understand the Environment 

#1  Demonizing of Public Service  

 

#2  The “New Normal” 
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Tough times for the public sector, 

unions, and employees 

• Budget cuts 

• Anti –government rhetoric  

• Fear of shutdown 

• Demonizing of public 
employees as lazy, overpaid, 
and inefficient 

• Demands to cut salaries and 
pensions’ 

• Fear of layoffs 

• A demoralized workforce 



Why do they hate us? 



Historical Causes of the  

Anti-Government Attack 

• A nation born hating 

government 

– The flight from 

Europe to America 

– The Boston Tea Party 



Ronald Reagan and the Rise 

of Anti-Government Rhetoric 

• “In this present crisis, 

government is not the solution 

to our problem; government is 

the problem.”  1981 First 

Inaugural Speech. 

 

• “The ten most dangerous 

words in the English language 

are: ‘Hi, I'm from the 

government, and I'm here to 

help.’" 1988 Speech to the 

Future Farmers of America. 



The Fiscal Crisis of the State: 

2008 

• Economic collapse  

and recession led to 

significant loss of 

jobs, wealth, and  

home equity 

• Governments lost 

tax revenues 



Bush, Obama, and Rescuing 

the Economy 
• TARP (Troubled Assets Relief 

Program of 2008) 

– $700 billion 

• ARRA (American Reinvestment 

and Recovery Act of 2009) 

– $787 billion 

• GM, Chrysler, AIG 

• Bailing out the “too big to fails” 

 



Who is to Blame? 

Responding to the Collapse 

• It’s the fault of the 

government 

– Too much spending 

– Too much taxation 

– Too much regulation 



Understand the Environment 

# 2 The “New Normal” 

– Still seen as a “cliché”  

– People still EXPECT we will return to old 

normal with past growth patterns 

– Changing demographics driving this  
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Understand the Environment 

From Budget Trends Study 

Commission: 

• “Minnesota is currently 

experiencing a major, 

long-range demographic 

shift.” 
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Understand the Environment 

From Budget Trends Study 

Commission: 

• “Demographic and 

economic factors will lead 

to lower growth of state tax 

revenues over the next 25 

years.” 
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Understand the Environment 

From Budget Trends Study 

Commission: 

• “Minnesota has a long term 

structural budget problem, 

with long term expenditure 

growth likely to outpace 

revenue growth.” 
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Understand the Environment 

Tom Gillaspy 

MN State Demographer 

“The years 2008-2011 mark the 

entryway into the age of entitlement 

with Social Security and Medicare.  

Baby boomers are aging and retiring.  

We have been making promises to 

people for 50 years that are now 

starting to come due.” 
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Return to Normal? 
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Know the Audience 

#1     What do customers want? 

 

# 2 Response to change 
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Know the Audience 

Highway Departments can 

count on two “wants” 

• Smooth roads 

• Bare roads after a snow  
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#1 What do customers want? 



Know the Audience 

#2 Response to change 

 

Need to understand how people go thru 

change – especially if it will affect them 

personally 
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Know the Audience 
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PHASES 

I 
IMPACT 

II 
RECOIL-TURMOIL 

III 
ADJUSTMENT 

IV 
RECONSTRUCTION 

 

     
Time Perspective Immediate Past  Future 

 
 

     
Emotions Shock 

Fight-Flight 
Mourning 

Rage-Anxiety 
Guilt-Shame 
Depression 

 Hope 

     
Thought Numbness 

Disorientation 

Ambiguity 

Uncertainty 
 Problem 

Solving 
     

Direction Search for Lost Object Detachment Search for New Object Re-attachment 
 
 

     
Search Behavior Reminiscence of What  

has Been 
Perplexed Scanning More 

Focused 
Exploration 

 

Testing 

     

 

Energy Level 



Design the Strategy 

#1 Need a foundation with Board/Council 

 

#2  What level of involvement will you 

embrace? 
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Design the Strategy 

• Need to build this 

with “little” things – 

take care of small 

issues  

– If you can’t handle 

small; why would 

they trust you on 

big? 
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1# Foundation with Board/Council (and public) 



Design the Strategy 
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• Establish a good relationship with 

your Board 



• Always be available to each 

Board member 



• Never embarrass the Board or a 

member in public 



• Never show animosity to a 

Board or member 



• Always give thanks and praise to 

the Board 



• Not ask the Board what to do on 

an engineering issue 



• Treat any Board referred 

complaint to you as top priority 



• Provide a professional 

recommendation 



• Learn not every comment 

needs a response 



• Not allow a bad vote to be taken 



Design the Strategy 

#2  What level of involvement will you 

embrace? 

- Not give lip service, but embrace 

- CTS Report 11-24 “Suggested Design and 

Management Techniques for Enhancing 

Public Engagement in Transportation 

Policymaking” excellent resource  
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Design the Strategy 

50 



Plan the Tactics 

#1  Social Media  

#2  Using Technical Analysis 
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Plan the Tactics 

#1  Social Media  

• Need to go where people are, don’t 

expect them to come to you 
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How we use social media 
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How we use social media 
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How we use social media 
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Plan the Tactics 
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Generations Online 2010:  Summary of Findings 



Plan the Tactics 

#2 Using technical analysis 

 

The great myth: 

Thorough, rigorous, technical analysis on 

public sector problems leads to agreement 
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Plan the Tactics 

The hard truth: 

Thorough, rigorous, technical analysis 

done in the open on problems affecting a 

diverse public leads to disagreement, 

lobbying, demands, posturing, 

polarization – not Agreement 
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Plan the Tactics 

Use tactics that present technical analysis: 

• So it tells a story 

• Gets people to see this affects their 

quality of life 

• Doing nothing is not an option 
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PCI Example 
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Transportation 
Average Pavement Condition Index 

(PCI)
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Why is this measure important? 
 

Maintaining pavement in a good condition is 

recognized as important from a standpoint of 

both user satisfaction (no one likes to drive on 

a rough road) and long-term performance 

(properly maintained roads last longer.) 

What will it take to maintain? 
 

Our Goals are: 

•Maintain an overall system at a PCI of 72 

•Maintain roads with a minimum PCI of 40 

•Use PCI to create a cost effective pavement 

preservation program  

 

Tracking the PCI and identifying roads that fall below 

the minimum threshold can be used to determine the 

effectiveness of the pavement preservation program 

and the adequacy of funding resources. 



Managing Expectations 

 
 

• Understand the Environment 

• Know the Audience 

• Design the Strategy 

• Plan the Tactics 
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Maybe it is Rocket Surgery… 


