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How might we offer Bostonians an
easy & equal opportunity to have their voices 

reflected in the City’s budget decisions?
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The budget is everywhere!
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Public Input 
through 20-30 
public hearings

Departments Submit 
Budget Requests

Review Spending
& Revenue

Mayor Submits
Recommended Budget

City Council
Holds Public Hearings

First Day of
New Fiscal Year

FALL WINTER EARLY SPRING LATE SPRING JULY Ist



How do Bostonians currently
engage with the City budget?

12
Stakeholder 
Interviews

35
Interviews with 

Boston Residents

6
Public Events 

Attended
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Boston Resident

City Council    Neighborhood Services

(E)mail, call

Attend a neighborhood meeting

Attend a public hearing

Tweet, Comment on Facebook

Attend city 
event or 
department 
hearing

 72 Departments

(E)mail, call
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Greenhorns

Young/new residents 
who never had a reason 
to interact with the city. 
They don’t follow local 
news and assume things 
are mostly going well.

Failed Lumberjacks

Former activists
who care about social 
justice, equality, and other 
causes who used to be  
involved in civic life. They 
now suspect city outreach 
to be superficial, and feel 
frustrated and 
disappointed.
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Lumberjacks

Sophisticated activists 
who know who to talk to 
and how to get things 
done. Typically speaks on 
behalf of others, has 
testified at public hearing, 
and believes long-term 
progress is possible.

Gardeners

Engaged residents 
who care about their 
community and tend to 
local issues. They will 
weigh in if given the 
opportunity, think 
Boston is improving, 
and are usually older, 
long-time residents.
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Main pain point:

Currently, you have to both

know a lot & do a lot

to engage with the budget. 
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https://docs.google.com/file/d/1OiKcqZzaLmBAwXoEi7qLsMtuDJJ_htpY/preview


https://docs.google.com/file/d/1Moqc-Njnu03OMQJDO548vT0xQuNU6swU/preview


Intro       User Research       Existing Resources       Prototype       Building Public Awareness       Conclusion



How may we blend educational
information about the budget with

proactive solicitations for participation?
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Demo
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A Quick Win (added in April 2019)



If you build it they
will come … right?
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PUBLIC BUDGET HEARINGS START SOON Hearings on the FY 2020 budget start April 22.
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Year-round in-person 
engagement through 
neighborhood events 
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The City of Helsinki’s “Budget Board Game”



Additional Insights and Recommendations

→ More accommodating hearing times
→ Year-round budget events in the community
→ Improve feedback loops from city to citizen
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Thank You!

Special thanks to the City Hall team from the Budget Office 
and the Department of Innovation and Technology:

Jeanethe Falvey, Sarah Figalora, Justin Sterritt,
Natasha White, Jim Williamson, & Reilly Zlab



Questions?



Appendix



User Research

& Personas



More engaged

Lumberjacks

Less engaged

Very 
knowledgeable

Not 
knowledgeable at 
all

Gardeners

Failed 
Lumberjacks

Greenhorns



Lumberjack

● Power user who knows who to talk to, how 
to get things done

● Speaks on behalf of others
● Has testified at a public hearing
● Doesn’t think the city is perfect, but 

believes long-term progress is possible 
and worth working toward

“We decided that rather than going to City 
Hall and saying “we want body cameras,” we 
would go in and produce everything related 
to that. We were going to say here’s what the 
policy should look like and here’s where the 
money should come from. As opposed to 
working in the reverse, which was saying “we 
want this” and then letting elected officials 
tell us what was going to happen.”

  Segun, Hyde Park

Engagement 🙋🙋🙋🙋🙋

Knowledge 🤓🤓🤓🤓🤓

Faith 🤲🤲🤲



Gardener

● Cares about their community and tends to 
local issues

● Weighs in if given the opportunity
● Thinks Boston is improving
● Usually older and has lived in Boston for a 

while

“I’ve emailed Michelle Wu a few times about 
street parking. I got another $250 ticket the 
other day for parking a rental car on my 
street. Residents who don’t own cars should 
be able to get temporary parking permits 
when they rent cars.”

  Tom, South End (pictured)

Engagement 🙋🙋🙋

Knowledge 🤓🤓

Faith 🤲🤲🤲🤲

“The city’s a lot better than it was in 1975. It’s 
more diverse and it’s more inclusive.”

  Sharlene, Jamaica Plain



Failed Lumberjack

● Used to be very involved in civic life and 
aspired to make a difference

● Thinks city outreach attempts are 
superficial

● Feels betrayed by the city
● Cares about social justice and equality

Engagement 🙋

Knowledge 🤓🤓🤓

Faith 🤲

“My brother used to work for the city. It’s all 
corrupt. If you have money you can get 
whatever you want…”

  Joe, East Boston

“City meetings? Two words. Lip. Service.”

  Valerie, Mattapan



Greenhorn*

● Never had a reason to interact with the 
city

● Young or new to the city
● Doesn’t follow local news
● Thinks things are mostly going well

“I don’t know.”

  Evan, Fenway (pictured)

Engagement 🙋

Knowledge 🤓

Faith 🤲🤲🤲

* Green ·  horn
   1 a newcomer (as to a country) unacquainted with local manners and customs



Key Insights from User Research
● Residents initially care about issues that affect them, not about the budget per se 

● Even the most engaged, politically aware citizens hardly ever directly engage with 

the budget process

● City Council is the main point of contact

● Modes of interaction with the city are numerous

● Attending in-person meetings is challenging for many Bostonians

● Digital communication does not play a substantial role 

● A lack of trust exists among some communities

● A noticeable lack of feedback from the city



Additional 
recommendations



Item 1: Improving feedback loops

Item 2: Hearing attendance tracking

Item 3: Variations in hearing timing

Item 4: Reorganizing public hearings

Item 5: Accessibility

Item 6: Year-round budget engagement



Item 1: Improving Feedback Loops

Digital Feedback Box: 

Automated thank you email 
directing people to more contacts 
and resources after they submit a 
generic comment. 



Item 2: Hearing Attendance Tracking
Hearing sign-in sheets could be digitized and 
presented on a tablet or iPad. 

End Goal: A database of prior hearing attendees 
and their contact information.

Attendees could be: 

● Sent a thank you email (prior slide),
● Added to existing email newsletters,
● Emailed in the future about community 

meetings or hearings similar to the one they 
attended. 



Item 3: Timing of Budget Hearings

In regular April -June hearing schedule, schedule as many hearings as possible in the 
evenings or on weekends. In 2018 two of the four most-commented on hearings were in the 
evening. 

Time of Day # of Hearings Avg. # of Testimonies  Total # of Testimonies

10 AM - 5 PM 21 3 60

5 PM - 8 PM 2 10 21

Overall 23 4 81

Data from 2018



Item 4: Sequencing of Budget Hearings

Public officials are busy. When present at hearings they aren’t running, they often show up 
to give opening remarks and then leave. 

Spreading public testimony at any hearing throughout the meeting, and not leaving it all 
until the very end of an hours-long hearing ensures more people will actually be heard.

Public
Testimony

Public
Testimony

Hearing 
Agenda



Item 5: Accessibility of Budget Hearings

Refreshments: Will always be welcome, especially in the evening around dinner time when  
people may be coming straight from work. 

Kid-Friendly Environment: Attending in-person in the evenings is challenging if not 
impossible for families with kids. Dedicated child care or play zone could break down those 
barriers. 

Charlie Card Pre-Loaded with $4.50 Two-Way Subway Fare: Available to those for whom 
attending in-person is a financial burden.



Item 6: Year-Round In-Person Engagement
Fall has been ID’d as an ideal time to submit ideas before 
departments start December work of crafting new budgets.

Idea: Budget Office sponsors 1-4 weekend or evening 
events, attended by assortment of City Council members, 
Budget Office staff, departmental staff, or the Mayor!

● Held in the community
● Feature group break-outs, educational brainstorming 

and workshopping, trainings on how to testify
● Gamification (budget board game), brainstorming 

games, live-action simulation. 
● More time for people to learn ins-and-outs of budget

The city of Helsinki, Finland created a 
board game to guide people through city 
budget trade-offs.



Example: Washington, D.C.

Broadcast on Facebook Live 
PollEverywhere as live survey tool

D.C Mayor Muriel Bowser at a 2019 Budget Engagement Forum


