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Extension 
workshop 
helps counties 
communicate their 
contributions to 
the common good 
By Laura Kalambokidis and Ryan Pesch

County government service providers can readily 
provide evidence of their programs’ value to direct 
participants, but public programs also create public 
value when they induce participants to act in ways 
that benefi t the rest of the community—contributing 
to the “common good.”  For example, a parenting 
education program benefi ts the participating family, 
but also benefits others in the community when 
the participants’ improved parenting skills decrease 
the need for social services.  While participants who 
directly benefi t from county programs are a source 
of crucial political support, communicating programs’ 
public value can be the key to shoring up support from 
the rest of the population.  Moreover, fi scal pressures 
and expanding mandates mean that the need to 
document the impact and value of county programs 
has never been greater. 

To address these needs, about ninety county 
commissioners, non-profit staff, and county staff 

this month gathered in three locations around 
Minnesota—Moorhead, Rochester, and Glencoe—to 
attend workshops on “Communicating the Public 
Value of Public Programs.”  Developed and led 
by Extension Economist Laura Kalambokidis and 
sponsored by University of Minnesota Extension and 
Winona County, the workshops used the basics of 
public sector economics to help participants draft their 
own messages about their programs’ public value.

The fi rst part of each two-hour workshop was 
devoted to learning how public programs fi ll needs 
that private providers might not address.  In fi lling 
those needs, public programs benefi t the greater 
community, thereby creating public value.  Working in 
small groups, participants then identifi ed many ways 
that their programs create public value.  For example, 
one group reported that a water resources education 
program helps upstream landowners understand the 
consequences of their actions on sedimentation, water 
quality, and fl ooding in downstream communities.  
Another group reported on a veterans program that 
helps veterans obtain their entitled medical benefi ts, 
reducing those veterans’ need to seek medical services 
from the state or county.The fi nal workshop exercise 
guided groups toward drafting a short, effective reply 
to that skeptical taxpayer or policymaker who asks, 
“Why should tax dollars go towards this program?”  
The messages used a simple structure to enumerate the 
benefi ts a stakeholder and others in the community 
will ultimately reap from the program.  In many cases, 
groups received feedback on their draft public value 
messages from others in the workshop.

Some workshop participants may use their draft 
public value messages immediately as “elevator 
speeches” to solicit support from valued stakeholders.  

Others may put additional work into the messages, 
incorporating input from colleagues and substantiating 
the claims embedded in the messages.  More well-
developed messages can then be incorporated into 
marketing materials, grant applications, and business 
plans.  Finally, the process of documenting programs’ 
public value can serve as a framework for counties to 
identify funding priorities. 

The “Communicating the Public Value of Public 
Programs” workshop is about delivering a crucial 
message to valued stakeholders.  But, more than that, 
it is about ensuring that public sector programs are 
doing what they are truly meant to do: contributing 
to the common good.   �

The “Communicating the Value of Public Programs” 

workshop is available for delivery in your department or 

county through Extension’s Community Economics Program, 

which has nine Extension Educators across the state.  To 

learn more about how you can bring a workshop to your 

organization, visit www.extension.umn.edu/publicfi nance/ 

and contact your region’s Extension Educator.  Otherwise 

contact Ryan Pesch at the Fergus Falls Regional Center for 

more information at 888-241-0843.  

Managing Democracy:  
Are you for real?
By Curt Yoakum

It looks as though the Annual Conference Planning Committee and the AMC 
staff once again pulled off a fabulous event in Rochester.  This was the fi rst AMC 
conference at which I was not staffi ng multiple sessions.  I was lucky enough 
to enjoy a few meetings and view the exhibits, though.  Being an observer and 
seeing all of the parts moving at once is to watch chaos transform into a pretty 
special event.  

Since leaving AMC in August, I have been complementing my studies at 
the Humphrey Institute with an assistantship at the University of Minnesota 
Extension’s Community Vitality offi ces.  Specifi cally, I am working with them to 
forward the U-Connect Public Participation program and ensure its relevance to 
counties and other local governments. I had the opportunity at the conference 
to present information about this program to the AMC Extension Committee 
and the planning and zoning offi cers.  I welcome this chance to follow up that 
meeting with this article.

Not a week goes by for county offi cials that they don’t have to act on an issue 
that affects the residents of the county – feedlots, lakeshore development, ATV 
trails, property taxes, methamphetamine traffi cking, and the list goes on. For 
these issues, there is usually no easy solution. There are confl icting interests, 
misconceptions, vocal minorities and right-versus-right conundrums.  

You know it’s better to engage your constituents and get input rather than the 
board just deciding.  But, how do you get past the sinking feeling that it will be 
the same vocal minority showing up or – even worse – no one showing up?  

John Bryson and other faculty at the U of M’s Humphrey Institute have done 
fascinating research about engaging the public during the policy making process.  
The research highlights the most basic questions that you as a county board most 
likely ask when going forward with a strategy for public participation:  Who 
are the stakeholders?  How do we bring them into the room?  How do we get 
those arguing to talk?  When is the go-ahead point reached?  

You might ask how relevant some weighty academic tome is to the daily grind 
of real-life governing.  That is where the U-Connect Extension team enters the 
picture. The U-Connect program bridges the gap between academic theory 
and the very real issues you face everyday.  Extension’s leadership and civic 
engagement regional educators have been able to apply university research 
on public participation strategies to community-specifi c issues such as land use 
planning, natural resource planning, methamphetamine issues and a school 
referendum.  The most interesting part of the program to me, however, is that 
the benefi t transcends the specifi c issue.  The aim of U-Connect is not only to 
address the problem at hand, but to strengthen the community’s ability to 
address future situations.  It builds community.  They can do this by working 
with the county to:

Design effective participation processes that enable people to have a voice 
in community issues.

Help you create, manage & evaluate ideas in public settings. 

Determine the appropriateness of types of outreach given your goals. 

Create & manage meetings that enhance participation opportunities.

Provide training to elected officials and administrators about public 
participation processes.

As a busy and goal-oriented person, you want to see results.  The U-Connect 
program goes beyond the theory and works with you to achieve tangible results 
to real problems and opportunities.  For instance, the soil and water districts in 
Minnesota were required to develop a public engagement process in order to 
receive federal funds for environmental quality.  By working with the U-Connect 
team, they were very effective in securing funds by addressing the mandates.  
Minnesota was fourth in the nation that year for funding from that source.  
That’s real money.

I have only scratched the surface in this article of the possibilities that U-
Connect offers to counties.  Please give some thought to how it may be useful 
in your community.  Extension is very interested in helping you explore options.  
For further information about this program, visit www.extension.umn.edu/u-
connect.  At that site, you can get contact information for your leadership and 
civic engagement regional educator.  Or, contact Mary Ann Hennen at 612- 624-
4226 or henne011@umn.edu.  

It has been a great semester working with Extension on a project that afforded 
me the opportunity to bring county offi cials’ perspectives to the table.  Now, I am 
packing my bags to continue my studies at the University of Vienna in Austria.  
I will be participating in the Good Governance Consortium and maybe fi nding 
a good schnitzel restaurant or two.  �
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