
REPORT TO CITY COUNCIL
WORKSHOP

AGENDA ITEM
2.B. 

  

TO:  THE HONORABLE CITY COUNCIL   DATE:  October 14, 2019
   

SUBJECT:  Communications and Engagement Strategy Update
 
Report in Brief
 

The purpose of this workshop agenda item is to provide an update to the Arvada City Council on the City team’s progress in 
developing a comprehensive communications and engagement strategy and to receive interim feedback from councilmembers. 

Recognizing the need to evolve how the City of Arvada engages and communicates with the various segments of our 
community and the City team, City Council included a strategic result in its 2020-25 strategic plan that by December 2020 the 
City would implement a comprehensive communications and engagement strategy. The workshop discussion is expected to 
include an overview of the strategy, including the City’s development of an engagement framework, related communications 
strategies and supporting plans, as well as highlights of current and future opportunities identified through the strategic process, 
so far.

In addition to general discussion and feedback about the developing strategy, the City team seeks feedback to the following 
specific questions:

1. Does Council have feedback on the Engagement Framework and the related principles of good engagement? 
2. Are there other near-term strategies and activities that Council would like the City team to explore and integrate into 

the overarching strategy?
 

Background
 

In recent years, the City of Arvada has made important advances in public communication and engagement. Examples include 
sector-based policing, robust community engagement in support of the City’s Comprehensive Plan and the Neighbors 
Connected program. At the same time, the City’s commitment to Organizational Development and the Journey to Excellence 
through the Baldrige Excellence Framework, provides valuable opportunities to support internal communication and 
engagement among the City team.

The City has grown a portfolio of communications and engagement tools to support this work, including a well-used external 
website, the Arvada Report (a printed newsletter delivered to every resident and business that is consistently rated highly 
among the community as a source of City information), an online customer relationship management platform (Ask Arvada), 
Speak Up Arvada (the City’s online engagement platform) and the Weekly Briefs (an internal email newsletter with an above 
industry standard open rate). In addition to these tools, the City has developed strong partnerships with local businesses, non-
profit organizations, faith-based organizations and other area governments that have strengthened the City’s ability to 
effectively communicate with and involve the community.

Yet with this progress, there is also clear evidence that the City must work to achieve more meaningful, inclusive and effective 
public involvement with the various segments of our community. For example, just 51 percent of participants in the 2017 
Community Survey Community stated that the City “Exceeds” or “Greatly Exceeds” expectations regarding the job it does in 
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keeping residents informed, and 48 percent of participants said that the City provides information in an open and transparent 
way. Only 44 percent of respondents gave positive ratings to Arvada’s performance regarding seeking residents’ involvement 
and input. These results represent a compelling need to improve communications and engagement with the City.

In 2018, City Council expressed a strong desire to hear from the community as part of the next phase of its strategic planning 
process in order to better understand priorities and develop a community vision for the next 10 years. Among the opportunities 
identified by the community was the need for more real-time communications and improved engagement as integral to a vision 
of Arvada’s future.

During discussions of the Community Survey results and the visioning project, Council provided clear direction to the City 
team to enhance communications and engagement to support the community’s vision. Council’s 2020-2025 City Council 
Strategic Plan includes effective public involvement as part of the core principles of the Organizational and Service 
Effectiveness priority area and includes several related strategic results across all of Council’s strategic priority areas.

In early 2019, the City team began development of the communications and engagement strategy. This workshop item is 
intended to provide an update on the process, including the strategy's three primary components: 1) an Engagement 
Framework, 2) a set of supporting strategies, and 3) a series of plans and guidelines that drive implementation of the strategy.

Additional details regarding the communications and engagement strategy is included within the attached internal 
memorandum.  
 

Strategic Alignment
 

The development of a comprehensive City communications and engagement strategy is a strategic result within the 2020-25 
City Council Strategic Plan, under the Organizational and Service Effectiveness strategic priority. More specifically, that 
priority includes several principles that drive communications and community engagement for the entire organization, 
including the requirement to provide the following:

 Communication and engagement services to City Council, the community and the organization to support transparency 
and maintain public trust.

 Multiple information platforms and data to the community to support its ability to engage in community governance, 
exercise civic responsibility, and easily access and share public information. 

In addition to the Organizational and Service Effectiveness strategic priority, the other priority areas include related principles, 
strategic results and milestones that are supported by the City communications and engagement strategy.
 

Next Steps
 

Next steps in the development of the communications and engagement strategy include:

 October 2019 - Continue community engagement to confirm Engagement Framework and related strategies.
 December 2019 - Provide City Council with written strategy document.
 Early 2020 - Finalize inputs to the Community Dashboard to convey alignment of related performance measures to the 

City Council Strategic Plan.
 June 2020 - Complete key supporting plans and begin implementation of the strategy.
 Mid 2020 - Provide another progress update to City Council as part of a workshop.
 Late 2020 - Convene internal and external marketing partners to develop shared resources.

  
 Prepared by:
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 Reviewed by:
 Toni Riebschlager, Law Office Administrator 10/1/2019
  
Approved by:  
 

Kimberly Burnham, Senior Assistant City Attorney 10/1/2019
Rachel Morris, City Attorney 10/2/2019
Lorie Gillis, Deputy City Manager 10/2/2019
Mark Deven, City Manager 10/2/2019
 

Enclosure, exhibits & attachments required to support the report



MEMORANDUM 
Oct. 14, 2019 

 

TO: City Council 

FROM: Ben Irwin, Communications Manager 

THROUGH: Mark Deven, City Manager 

SUBJECT: Update on the City’s communications and engagement strategy 

 
The purpose of this memo is to provide additional discussion material for the Oct. 14, 2019 City 
Council workshop regarding the City’s communications and engagement strategy. This 
document outlines the strategic process to date, introduces the developing communications and 
engagement strategy, and describes opportunities to support the strategy identified so far. 
 
Process  
The City team began development of the communications and engagement strategy in February 
2019 using the following process: 

1. Discovery - An inventory the areas of work, processes, and tools the City currently uses 
to conduct communications and engagement activities. 

2. Core team formation - Forming interdepartmental teams collaboratively develop strategy 
and coordinate ongoing work across key areas of work (e.g., community engagement, 
communications strategy, websites, social media, etc.). 

3. Objectives identification and prioritization - Core teams are also identifying guiding 
principles and objectives, and prioritizing current and future work. 

4. Strategy identification - A series of focused approaches to advancing the City’s 
communications and engagement efforts. 

5. Planning - The team is developing a series of plans and guidance that supports 
implementation of the strategy. 

6. Measures development - The team is developing performance measures core areas of 
the strategy. 

 
To date, the process has resulted in a communications and engagement strategy that has three 
levels, including 1) an Engagement Framework, 2) a set of supporting strategies, and 3) a 
series of plans and guidelines that drive implementation of the strategy. 
 
Engagement Framework 
The Engagement Framework is the vision for all City communications and engagement efforts. 
It is a statement about why the City strives for meaningful, inclusive and effective public 
involvement. The framework also describes the benefits of good engagement and serves as an 
invitation for the community to engage or re-engage with the City.  
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The current draft of the framework has been developed with research of other successful 
engagement programs (including Front Range peers Fort Collins and Longmont), building on 
recommended processes from the company that provides the Speak Up Arvada platform (Bang 
the Table) and team expertise. In addition, Arvada’s Engagement Framework will draw heavily 
on well-established philosophies and practices advocated by the International Association of 
Public Participation (IAP2), which frames public participation as any process that involves the 
public in problem-solving or decision-making and uses public input to make decisions.  
 
Fundamental to the framework is a set of principles that the City will follow as part of good 
public involvement and participation. The draft principles state that the City is responsible for 
and committed to engagement that is: 

● Purposeful - The issue or problem is well defined. 
● Meaningful - Engagement is thoughtful, well-planned, relevant to participants, and 

results in useful feedback or outcomes. 
● Inclusive and Diverse - Communication and engagement will represent and involve 

different perspectives, backgrounds and experiences.  
● Transparent - The processes, decisions and results of local government engagement 

and work is communicated clearly in order to build trust. 
● Accessible - Engagement will help people with different abilities, circumstances and 

locations across the City easily find information and participate. 
 
The team has also identified desired outcomes of good engagement that are included in the 
framework: 

● More-informed decision-making 
● Stronger social cohesion 
● Reduced risk in policy development and implementation 
● A City that is more responsive to community needs 

 
A critical step in following the framework’s principles and achieving the desired outcomes is 
ensuring that everyone involved in communications and engagement, from City teams to 
individual community members, understands the purpose of an engagement opportunity and 
their role. The draft Engagement Framework includes a spectrum of five engagement levels, 
based on an IAP2 structure, that progressively grows in intensity and expectations of the 
community’s role in decision-making. The spectrum also defines the commitment of the City to 
the community, expected community roles and typical examples of methods applied to each 
level of participation.  
 
The following illustration describes the City’s proposed engagement spectrum: 
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Other components of the Engagement Framework will include high-level stakeholder analysis, 
an engagement planning process, and performance measures for the framework that can be 
accounted for in the FOCUS performance management system. 
 
Supporting Strategies 
The communications and engagement strategy includes a series of approaches that support the 
Engagement Framework and also round out the City’s internal communications and public 
affairs activities. Although these supporting strategies will not be finalized until later this year, 
several have emerged during the course of the team’s work that address internal 
communications, public affairs and marketing. 
 
Internal 
The City is exploring an “inside-out” strategic approach that emphasizes the importance of 
growing the organization’s collective capacity to communicate and engage well while also 
delivering the information members of the City team need to be effective and engaged in their 
work. Several early steps to support this approach include user experience research and 
requirements gathering for an updated internal website (Inside Arvada), and updating the 
organization and format of the Weekly Briefs employee e-newsletter. The communications team 
is also partnering with the Organizational Development team to develop and pilot internal 
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training that will present the Engagement Framework to participants, and apply communications 
and engagement best practices to specific projects and collaborations. 
 

Internal Strategies 

● Provide collateral and digital information centers to help colleagues find the 
information they need to thrive at work. 

● Develop training and resources to grow City team members’ ability to effectively 
communicate and engage with the community and each other. 

● Empower colleagues to be communications assets in sharing City information with the 
community they support, through an “inside-out” approach. 

Specific Actions 

Now: 
● Provide an online resource to orient City team to the Engagement Framework 
● Pilot internal capacity- building training 
● Draft internal communications plan 
● Capture and share City team perspectives internally and externally 

Soon: 
● Develop a communications staff reference tool with information about engagement 

best practices, communications processes, available methods and guidelines 
● Complete update to Inside Arvada (City intranet) 

Later: 
● Develop additional public affairs and engagement trainings and resources, delivered 

via Arvada University 

 
External 
While, the City’s approach to external communications and engagement begins with the City 
team, other supporting external strategies focus on coordinating the City’s digital assets, 
including Arvada.org, Ask Arvada, Speak Up Arvada, social media and e-newsletters.  
 
External  supporting strategies also address the relationship of video and graphic design in 
supporting current and future needs to convey information in useful and compelling ways. City 
Council recently approved a Smart Cities Advisory Committee to organize how broadband 
connectivity, advances in technology and team expertise can be leveraged to improve 
performance and add value to services to the community, and the communications and 
engagement strategy must both communicate the work of the City in the area of Smart Cities, 
but also outline how it will provide the public more opportunities to find information and be 
connected with the City.  
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Mobilizing support for the 2020 Census offers opportunities to grow the City’s communications 
and engagement network. For example, the City team anticipates growing the cadre of 
Community Connectors to support raising awareness of the decennial count, but also to gather 
input about the Engagement Framework and other City initiatives. The 2020 Census will also be 
an opportunity to provide the community with more materials in other languages and find 
opportunities for more inclusive and diverse public involvement moving forward. 
 

External / Public Affairs Strategies 

● Maintain, position and integrate the City’s digital communications and engagement 
assets to maximize transparency, enhance other communication and grow 
opportunities for engagement. 

● Maintain and strengthen the City’s video, graphic design and production capabilities to 
respond to current and emerging trends in digital and social communication. 

● Leverage technology and the City’s broadband connectivity to convey place-based 
information to the community and identify new ways for people to connect with the 
City. 

● Align the City’s support for the 2020 Census with ongoing efforts to strengthen the 
community’s engagement network. 

● Help improve community engagement with City Council. 
● Maintain strong relationships with traditional and non-traditional, local media. 

Specific Actions 

Now: 
● Support Arvada’s 2020 Census Complete Count Committee 
● Update video, graphic design and print business processes to improve access to 

information and storytelling 
● Standardize digital (web, social) processes 

Soon: 
● Finalize a digital communications plan 
● Explore other real-time, two-way engagement (e.g., texting, onsite polling) 
● Draft a comprehensive media relations plan, process and training 
● Begin Ask Arvada user experience research 

Later: 
● Begin Arvada.org user experience research 
● Update Ask Arvada 

 
Marketing 
A successful communications strategy must also consider how the City’s messages, brand 
(including its visual identity) and relationships with key partners can support successful 
communication and engagement. The supporting strategies include a focus on working with 
partners to provide more cohesive information, messages and other resources to people who 
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live, work and play in Arvada. The strategies also recognize the City’s role in advancing its own 
narrative about the value it provides the community. 
 

Marketing Strategies 

● Align visual identity with City priorities, community vision and communications 
objectives. 

● Work with City partners to coordinate development of community-wide information 
tools and messages. 

● Integrate historical context into City messaging. 
● Celebrate City successes. 

Specific Actions 

Now: 
● Augment current graphics standards with updated guidelines and processes 
● Develop an editorial calendar to organize City communications projects, stories and 

messages across channels 

Soon: 
● Develop a City messaging platform 
● Implement a storytelling program to capture and share resident perspectives citywide 
● Convene internal teams and external partners to develop a City/community marketing 

plan 

Later: 
● Explore comprehensive update to City’s visual identity 

 
Planning and Implementation 
The implementation of the communications and engagement strategy will be supported through 
a series of communications, engagement and operational plans collaboratively developed by 
the core teams with functional oversight from the Organizational and Service Effectiveness work 
system. The core team approach helps ensure communications and engagement opportunities 
support the Engagement Framework and related strategies are coordinated and implemented 
consistently across the City. 
 
It is anticipated that the City’s work systems will have communication plans that support the 
City’s larger engagement and communications goals while also developing approaches to 
support specific work system principles, milestones and strategic results. For example, the 
Community and Economic Development work system is currently developing a communications 
plan that supports its unique objectives and needs. 
 
Operational plans, such as for video or digital communications, will outline how those areas of 
work will be applied across the City’s programs and projects, as well as how they will be 
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developed over time. The planning process will be closely aligned with guidelines and standards 
that will help ensure communications and engagement tools and processes are applied and 
measured consistently. 
 
Public Feedback 
Several significant periods of public feedback have informed this strategy to date, including the 
2017 Citizen Survey and the 2018 community visioning project.  
 
The 2019 Community Survey is currently in the field and will provide important insights that will 
inform the strategy moving forward. In addition, a period of public engagement will follow later 
this year to confirm much of the Engagement Framework and other components of the City’s 
communications and engagement strategy. This involvement will include a series of 
engagement activities designed to better understand the community’s expectations for public 
involvement with the City and how people typically like to be involved with different types of 
projects and issues. The team will use Speak Up Arvada for surveys and other tools, the 
Community Connectors for one-on-one discussion, in-person open houses, and focus groups.  
 
Potential Long-term Resource Impacts 
The process to date has surfaced potential longer-term resource needs: 

● Engagement coordination - The community’s expectations for more transparency and 
public involvement in City projects may increase in the amount of communications and 
engagement activities that occur across the City. This would require different resources 
to ensure the work is well coordinated and consistent with the overarching strategy. 

● Improved customer relationship management - The community is asking for more 
real-time information and opportunities to share feedback, and the City continues to 
explore different approaches to customer service and online customer relationship 
opportunities. While the City team works to maximize the use and effectiveness of 
existing tools, new solutions, such as texting services and an update to the Ask Arvada 
system, must also be considered and explored. 

● An update to Arvada.org - The City’s current website will need to be updated within the 
next few years. Next year, the City team will begin user experience research to better 
understand user needs and to identify requirements for an update. Opportunities exist to 
integrate the website with Ask Arvada and similar services. 

● Evolving video and creative needs - Video production and well-designed graphics 
continue to drive the depth of engagement with City information. As the City’s marketing 
approach is updated, the team must also evolve to develop more compelling stories that 
leverage video and design, and to more fully integrate these components into other 
aspects of the City’s communications and engagement, such as social media, onsite 
engagement events and capturing resident perspectives and stories citywide. 
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Meaningful, Effective, Inclusive
10/14/19 Communications and Engagement Update



“Tell me, I forget. 
Show me, I remember. 

Involve me, I understand.”
- Confucian philosopher
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Important advances: 

● Sector-based policing
● Comprehensive planning process
● Neighbors Connected
● 2018 Visioning

Successful tools: 

● Arvada.org
● Arvada Report
● Ask Arvada
● Weekly Briefs
● Speak Up Arvada

Background
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2017 Community Survey: 

● 51% - City “Exceeds” or “Greatly 
Exceeds” expectations in 
keeping residents informed

● 48% - City provides information 
in an open and transparent way

● 44% - City seeks residents’ 
involvement and input

● 54% - Felt a sense of community

Evolving needs

2018 Visioning:

Real-time communications, improved 
engagement, community connections 
integral to a vision of Arvada’s future.



2020-25 City Council Strategic Plan
Strategic results focused on improving communications 
engagement:

● Implement a comprehensive City communications and 
engagement strategy (Organizational and Service 
Effectiveness)

● Public Safety will implement a community engagement 
and education plan (Safe Community)

● 85% of development customers rate the review 
process as “good” and/or “excellent” (Community and 
Economic Development)

● Develop a neighborhood engagement plan (Vibrant 
Community and Neighborhoods)
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1. Discovery
2. Core team formation
3. Objectives identification and 

prioritization 
4. Strategy identification
5. Planning
6. Measures development

Approach
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Planning and 
Implementation

● Plans
● Guidelines
● FOCUS

3

Supporting 
Strategies

● Internal
● External
● Marketing

2

Engagement 
Framework

● Principles
● Outcomes 
● Expectations
● Process

1

Structure
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Core principles • Desired outcomes • Levels of engagement 

Stakeholder roles • Process • Measurement

8

Engagement Framework



Engagement Principles

9

Purposeful Well-defined topic, problem or decision.

Meaningful Thoughtful, well planned, relevant to participants and results in useful 
feedback.

Inclusive & 
Diverse Involves different perspectives, backgrounds and experiences.

Transparent Conveys information, processes and results clearly to build trust.

Accessible All stakeholders able to find information and participate



We involve people to achieve:

● More-informed 
decision-making

● Stronger social cohesion
● Reduced risk
● A more responsive City
● A more connected community

Desired Outcomes
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Engagement Spectrum

Clarify:
● Goals
● Expectations
● Roles
● Methods

11
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● Provide collateral and digital information centers.
● Develop resources to grow City team capacity.
● Empower colleagues to be communications assets.
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Internal Strategies

Later (2021+)

● Develop more public affairs 
and engagement trainings 
and resources, delivered via 
Arvada University

Specific Actions Now (2019)

● Provide an online resource to 
orient City team to the 
Engagement Framework

● Pilot internal training

● Internal communications plan

● Capture and share City team 
perspectives

Soon (2020)

● Develop a communications 
and engagement reference 
tool for internal team

● Complete update to Inside 
Arvada (City intranet)



● Optimize City’s digital communications and engagement assets.
● Strengthen the City’s video, graphic design and production capabilities.
● Leverage technology and the City’s broadband connectivity.
● Support 2020 Census to grow engagement network and reach new stakeholder groups.
● Help improve community engagement with City Council.
● Maintain strong relationships with traditional and non-traditional media.

14

External Strategies

Later (2021+)

● Update Arvada.org
● Update Ask Arvada

Specific Actions Now (2019)

● Support 2020 Census 
Complete Count 
Committee

● Update video, graphic design 
and print business processes

● Standardize digital (web, 
social) processes

Soon (2020)

● Begin Arvada.org and Ask 
Arvada user experience 
research

● Explore other real-time, 
two-way engagement

● Media relations plan, process 
and training



● Align visual identity with City priorities, community vision and communications objectives.
● Work with partners to coordinate community-wide information tools and messages.
● Integrate historical context into City messaging.
● Celebrate City successes.
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Marketing Strategies

Later (2021+)

● Explore comprehensive 
update to City’s visual 
identity

Specific Actions Now (2019)

● Augment current graphics 
standards with updated 
guidelines and processes

● Develop an editorial calendar 
to organize communications 
projects, stories and 
messages across channels

Soon (2020)

● City messaging platform
● Implement a storytelling 

program to capture and 
share citywide 
perspectives

● Convene internal and 
external partners to develop 
a shared marketing approach



Example plans: 

● Community and Economic Development 
(work system)

● Design and Printing
● Media Relations

Example guidelines:

● Website and social media content 
guidelines

● Social media standards
● Media relations guidelines
● Speak Up Arvada implementation plan 

and guidelines

Planning and Implementation
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Looking ahead: Longer-term resource impacts

● Engagement coordination 

● Improved customer relationship management

● An update to Arvada.org

● Evolving video and creative needs
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Evaluate & 
Adjust

Continue to 
implement strategy

Refine approach 
based on metrics and 
ongoing public input

2021

Fully Implement

Fully meet the City 
Council strategic 
result

December 2020

Begin 
Marketing 
Component

Work with 
internal/external 
partners to begin 
Citywide discussion, a 
strategic result 
milestone 

July 2020

Planning and 
Documentation

Continue developing 
plans to guide 
implementation

Build portfolio of 
standards, guidelines 
and processes. 

June 2020

Complete 
Strategy
Document

Deliver document to 
Council

Continue community 
engagement

January 2020

Continue 
Strategy

Council Workshop

Gather more 
community input

Now

● Continue community engagement
● Finalize Engagement Framework
● Continue planning

Next Steps



“People, governments and organizations work 
collaboratively to create and realize sustainable 
visions for their community’s future.  ...it’s about 

working with and listening to communities to 
build long-term relationships and develop 
meaningful solutions to complex issues.”

- Sally Hussey, Bang the Table Blog
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1. What feedback does Council have about the Engagement Framework and supporting 
strategies? 

2. How does Council want to engage with the community?

Questions for Council
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