
2012 MPRA Conference 

Convincing Your Community 

of the Value 
of Parks and Recreation 

Speakers: Mike Griggs, Park Services Manager 
 Becky Stidham, Management Support Specialist 



Session Objectives 
• Exemplify the importance of an ongoing 

public education campaign regarding the 
value of Parks and Recreation 

• Learn cost effective methods to get your 
value message out there. 

• Learn how to counter negative comments in 
newspaper blogs and other social media. 



Convincing Your Community 
Effective strategy and marketing/education 
methods work regardless of whether you are 
trying to 
– Pass a ballot issue 
– Prevent budget cuts 
– Gain support for new projects/programs 

– Convince your community of the 
value of Parks and Recreation  



Case Study of Columbia’s 
Park Sales Tax Ballot Issue  

• Situation Leading up the Ballot 
• Strategy 
• Implementation 
• Countering negative 

comments 
• Results 
• Helpful marketing 

principles 
 



Enjoyed Years of Community Support 



Situation Two Years Prior to Ballot 
Declining National Economy 



“I understand how the city is 
functioning. They spend our tax 
money on…parks, then they 
don’t have enough money for 
police, elections, fire equipment, 
etc. So they ask us to approve 
tax increases to cover the 
necessities. I’m voting no on 
any tax increases until the city 
gets it priorities straight.” 



“…it seems short-sighted to cut 
departments that protect the life 
and property of Columbia 
residents, such as fire and 
police by the same amount as 
departments that maintain 
streets and parks. 

...we must put a higher priority 
on protecting residents than 
adding another hiking trail.” 





Mayor’s Retirement 



“In budget talks this 
year, the Columbia City 
Council discussed 
cutting funds for the 
(recreation) program 
altogether.” 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One thing we have to be aware of, is that decision-makers change over. We’ve seen that with the City Manager, City Council, and now soon the mayor.



“Some council members 
saw parks as a prime 
target for cost reduction.” 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’ve had a taste of what budget cuts can mean in our own city, and our department is certainly not exempt.







Citizens – 5 Categories 

Naysayers 
Not Very Supportive 

Neutral/Undecided 
Somewhat Supportive 

Very Supportive 



Successful Ballot: Simple Majority 

Naysayers 
Not Very Supportive 

Neutral/Undecided 
Somewhat Supportive 

Very Supportive 

50.1%  



Park Sales Tax Ballot History 

NaysayersC 
Not Very Supportive 

Neutral/Undecided 
Somewhat Supportive 

Very Supportive 

2000: 54% in favor 

2005: 53% in favor 



Pre-Ballot Position 

Naysayers 
Not Very Supportive 

Neutral/Undecided 
Somewhat Supportive 

Very Supportive 

Influencing Factors: 
•Poor Economy 
•Negative Political Climate 

< 50% in favor 



Strategy 

Naysayers 
Not Very Supportive 

Neutral/Undecided 
Somewhat Supportive 

Very Supportive 

Advocates 
Motivate to go out 
and vote in favor 

Don’t allow their misinformation 
to influence others 

Move to supportive 

Diminish their 
desire to oppose 



Strategy Advocates 
Motivate to go out 
and vote in favor 

Don’t allow their misinformation 
to influence others 

Move to supportive 

Diminish desire 
to oppose 

Naysayers 
Not Very Supportive 

Neutral/Undecided 

Somewhat Supportive 
Very Supportive 

> 50% in favor 



Strategy 



Strategy - Positioning 
Moving from Non-Essential to Essential 

Essential! 
Not 

Essential! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Establishing our value to the community isn’t just related to the recent economy problem - Parks and Recreation has always battled to position themselves as an essential community service.(Click) And even if we are deemed essential, where do we stand in relation to other essential community services.(Click) And, can we improve our position in the minds of the decision-makers by better educating them about what we do and the benefits we provide for the community.



Strategy – Community Benefits 
1. Strengthen community 

image and sense of 
place 

2. Support economic 
development 

3. Strengthen safety and 
security 

4. Promote health and 
wellness 

5. Foster human 
development 

6. Increase cultural unity 
7. Protect environmental 

resources 
8. Facilitate community 

problem solving 
9. Provide recreational 

experiences 



Strategy 
Supporter             Advocate 

– How? 
• Educate them 
• Give them something to say 
• Tools to use 
• Request their 

help 

Family 

 
Team 

Church  
Club 
Class 

 

Friends 

Co-workers 

Supporter 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Each person has their own circle of people they may have influence over.�Some might be a supporter, but can’t articulate specific reasons why.Especially those that have influence over a large group - club, agency, etc. - request their help



Strategy 
Started with our  
supporters and  
worked from 
the inside out. 



Strategy 
Start by  
educating staff 

Why is the 
City....? 

Because... 
(Compelling 
Reasons!) 



Strategy 
• Don’t assume staff is knowledgeable on the subject. 
• Don’t assume staff can articulate the benefits of 

passing the ballot (or benefits of parks and rec in general) 
to others.  

• Don’t assume staff knows what the repercussions are if 
the ballot fails (or if citizens deem parks and recreation as 
a non-essential service). 

• Don’t assume staff will personally support the ballot 
issue (or other parks and rec issues). 

• Don’t assume staff will advocate for the issue. 



Implementation: Staff Education 

• Director educated staff 
regarding the Park Sales Tax 
ballot through PowerPoint 
presentations at all-staff 
meetings. 

• Managers continued 
educating staff at division 
meetings. 



Answered the following questions:  
• What is the ballot issue? 
• How will the community benefit if the ballot 

is passed? 
• What are the consequences if the ballot is 

defeated? 
• And most important:  

HOW DOES THIS AFFECT ME? 
 

Implementation: Staff Education 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Can’t ASSUME that your staff understands the issue or will even personally support the issue, much less be an advocate for you. We made it very clear how the passing of the PST affects them - all the way up to some could even lose their jobs. They were highly motivated afterwards. Staff expressed appreciation for the frank discussion and keeping them informed.



Answer the following questions:  
• How does parks and recreation benefit the 

community?  
• How does their individual job relate to these 

community benefits? 
• What are the consequences if we don’t have  

community support? 
• And most important:  

HOW DOES THIS AFFECT ME? 
 

Implementation: Staff Education 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Can’t ASSUME that your staff understands the issue or will even personally support the issue, much less be an advocate for you. We made it very clear how the passing of the PST affects them - all the way up to some could even lose their jobs. They were highly motivated afterwards. Staff expressed appreciation for the frank discussion and keeping them informed.



How much is 1/8 cent? 
• Have to spend $8, before it costs a penny. 

• On $100 purchase, it costs 12.5 cents. 
– What can you buy for 12.5 cents? 

• Pool it together - $12 million to benefit 
the community. 

 
Citizens will have the opportunity to 
decide  to keep their half-a-gumball 
or pool it together to see what P&R 
can do for the community.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
2nd bullet - If you kept the 12.5 cents in your pocket, could you even buy a gumball as you leave the store? (Most machines I’ve seen are 25 cents).3rd bullet - Citizens will need to decide whether they will benefit more with what they can buy with 12.5 cents in their pocket or pooling it together and benefiting from what parks and recreation can provide for the community with $12 million.



Police Department 

Essential Community Services 

Street Division 

Fire Department 

• Promote health and wellness 
• Support economic development 

• Provide recreational experiences 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now we all know that there are other essential community services. But, our missions are distinctly different from theirs. Take these three services, for example. All are essential and benefit the community. But, (click), the Street Division does not promote health and wellness. (click) But, we do.(Click) The Fire Department has an important mission, but it’s not to support economic development. (Click) But, we do.(Click) And police provide a valuable service, but they do not provide recreational experiences. (Click)  We do.

http://www.gocolumbiamo.com/
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d5/No_sign.svg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d5/No_sign.svg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d5/No_sign.svg


Each of You Contribute 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
All of you contribute to these missions. Granted, some jobs are easier to see the connection than others. For example, Brian offers fitness classes, which obviously “promotes health and wellness.” Courtney organizes Life Enrichment classes, which obviously “fosters human development.” But again, all of us contribute to these mission statements and the overall vision. For example... (next slide)



•Promote health and wellness 

•Support economic development 

•Provide recreational experiences  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
(Click) If you clean or repair a fitness center - (Click) you contribute to promoting health and wellness(Click) If you prepare athletic fields, (Click) you are supporting economic development(Click) if you mow the parks, empty trash, or clean the restrooms, (click) you are providing recreational experiences.

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.faqs.org/photo-dict/photofiles/list/4665/6163cleaning_supplies.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.faqs.org/photo-dict/phrase/4665/cleaning-supplies.html&usg=__XiOBg5QO-UJUuqwDFe2xCkTLsWw=&h=600&w=605&sz=101&hl=en&start=36&um=1&tbnid=Ts4fbR_OGHBXHM:&tbnh=134&tbnw=135&prev=/images?q=image+supplies&ndsp=20&hl=en&sa=N&start=20&um=1


• Strengthen community 
  image and sense of place 

•Strengthen safety and security 

All of us contribute to 
the perception that 
parks & recreation is 
an essential service! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
(Click) If you construct a park or facility (click) you are strengthening community image and sense of place(Click) If you mulch playgrounds, perform playground inspections, or bring pools in compliance with the Virginia Graeme Baker Act (click) you strengthen safety and security.All of us contribute to the overall vision and one or more of the missions.



How Does This Affect Me? 

National 
Unemployment 
Rate: 10% 



Staff Support 



“Tree-Ching” Trees Pay Us Back Campaign” 
Funded by a $10,000 T.R.I.M. Grant 

Web Page 

National Tree Calculator 

Tree “Price” Tags 

Radio Ads 



Implementation: P&R Commission 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Referred them to the tools available.



Implementation: Tools - PP Presentations 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
(2nd presentation) - 60 slides of various projects accomplished that were funded by the PST - really showing the community where their money went to. (Website, digital photo frame on display at Gentry and used at indoor events, some slides used on LT video on City Channel, ran before some of the speaking engagements)



Implementation: Tools - Web Page 



Implementation: Tools - Fact Sheet 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
After the list of projects were decided.



Implementation: Working with Council 

• Council Retreat 
• Work Sessions 



Strategy: Crafting the ballot project list 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Projects chosen based on responses from citizen survey and in accord with the Park Master Plan.



Strategy: Projects in All Wards 



Implementation:  
Other City Staff Education 

What happens if the Park Sales Tax 
is not renewed, and how will it impact 
other City Departments? 

City Insider - October 2010 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Would have liked to give presentation to City supervisory staff. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a meeting scheduled in the months leading up to the ballot. Article in the City Insider (Click) Made sure we answered the all-important question, “How does this affect me?”



• Educate partners 
how ballot affects 
them. 

• Request their 
help  

Strategy: Partners/Stakeholders 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Surprising how our partners didn’t really know how the PST was related to the services we provided them. So, we had some work to do to educate them.



Incorporate message in meetings and communications with 
partners/stakeholders 
• Maplewood Theater Group – Ballot: Maplewood Barn 
• Diamond Council – Ballot: Third field at Atkins 
• PedNet – Ballot: Trail projects 
• Columbia Public Schools 

- Ballot: City/School Co-op Playground Program 

Implementation: Partners/Stakeholders 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Whenever we met with our partners - no matter what the subject at hand was, we made sure we communicated how the PST affected our ability to provide services to them.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Schools knew money came from the City, but didn’t know the funding source was the PST.When staff went to meet the new superintendent, they brought along a list of all the school projects that had been funded by the PST.



Request their help.  
– Media sponsor - Parks & Rec Radio Show 
– CPS - Public announcements at football games: 
 

Implementation: Partners/Stakeholders 

 
“Columbia Public Schools is proud to partner 
with Columbia Parks and Recreation. We 
appreciate funding support from the Park Sales 
Tax that Parks and Recreation has invested in 
our schools. 
In the past 5 years, the Park Sales Tax has 
helped fund over $340,000 in improvements to 
the Hickman swimming pool. 
Columbia Parks and Recreation, we thank you!” 

 



Implementation: Marketing Committee 

• Appointed a marketing 
committee 
– Individuals who were 

interested and 
enthusiastic about 
marketing. 

– Conducted brainstorm 
sessions to devise ways 
to get the message out. 

– Divided the work load. 



Strategy: Customers 

• Educate customers 
in the benefits of 
parks and recreation 
and the Park Sales 
Tax. 

• Make smarter use 
of media methods 
already at our 
disposal.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Next circle of supporters: Customers



Media Methods – Park Users 
• “Leisure Times” Activity Guide – 42,000 households 
• Parks & Rec Web Site - >370,000 visitors annually 
• Parks & Rec E-Newsletter – 9,000 subscribers 
• Parks & Rec Facilities 
 

 
 



Leisure Times Activity Guide 
Distribution: Bulk mailed to 
42,000 Columbia households 



Implementation: Customers 

Atkins Park Ballfields 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
$275 to add extra color pages (2)



Implementation: Customers 
P&R Website: Did You Know? Feature 
Web Visitors: > 370,000/year 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Did You Know feature - purpose to educate the public in the benefits of Parks and Recreation and some specifically - the PST.



Implementation: Customers 
Parks & Recreation E-Newsletter 
9,000 Subscribers 

Park Sales Tax 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Continued educating with “Did you know?” feature in P&R E-Newsletter and letting public what role the PST played in the new or renovated facilities they were enjoying.



Implementation: Customers 
Posters in the ARC 
Entranceway Display Cases 

Patrons: 1,000,000 every 3 years 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Also had a digital frame on the counter at our main office - rotating photo display of 60 PST funded projects.



Implementation: Customers 



Implementation: Customers 
Signs in the parks 
before and after projects 
are completed. 

2001 Citizen Survey: 
90% citizens visit our parks 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Staff came up with many more ways to educate park users. (advertising panels at RSC - promoting parks and recreation. Video on YouTube (Atkins: over 700 views)- invited users to go there in all our email signatures, took digital frame slide display to events, A-frame signs with park benefit messages set up at events, slides on the LT production on the City Channel, Tree-Ching - Trees Pay Us Back, TRIM Grant funded Educational campaign) Really paid off to get my staff vested in the benefits of the PST ballot.





Stategy: General Public  
• Educate public 

in the benefits of 
parks and recreation and 
the Park Sales Tax. 

• Make smarter use 
of media methods 
already at our 
disposal. 

• Use budget provided 
to keep public informed. 



Media Methods - Public 
• “City Source” Utility Newsletter – 50,000 households 
• “Leisure Times” Video on City Channel 
• School Flyers – 13,000  
• Radio show interviews 
• Paid advertising 
• Non-paid advertising 

– Columbia Business Times 
– Local Newspapers 
– Trade Magazines 
– Local Magazines 
– Other Print Media 

 
 
 



Implementation: General Public 

“Thanks to funding from 
the Park Sales Tax, 
these rain gardens will 
help keep Columbia’s 
streams clean!” 

50,000 Households 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the past, primarily used to promote recreation programs and events. Made better use of educating citizens in how they were benefitting from the PST>



City Channel – Gov’t Cable TV 



• 2009 - $10,000 supplemental budget for 
marketing/advertising. 

• Radio promotions 
 

Implementation: General Public 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
No matter what we were promoting (park dedications, photo contest, pools opening, events) - secondary message to incorporate the benefits of parks and/or the PST.





Implementation:  
Mayor Appoints Citizen Committee 

• September 8, 2010 
• Friends of Columbia’s Parks 

– Co-Chair - Mary Anne McCollum, former mayor 
– Co-Chair - Vicki Russell, Columbia Daily Tribune 
– Treasurer - Steve Erdel, Boone County Bank 

• 17 members 
• Budget/Raised: $7,000 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Speaking of asking for help... Mayor appoints an esteemed group with name recognition to be on the Friends of Columbia’s Parks Committee. In hindsight, two months in advance sounds like enough time. But, to get meetings scheduled, organize a plan of action and get it implemented, probably needed to be appointed earlier.



Implementation: 
Friends of Columbia’s Parks 

• Paid Newspaper ads 
• Letters to the editor 
• Created a Facebook page 
• Radio ads with testimonials 
• Radio Interviews 
• Business Times Columns 
• Speaking Engagements 



Implementation: 
Friends of Columbia’s Parks 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Columbia Business Times - Dan Devine, Jr.Tribune - Vangels



Implementation:  
Speaking Engagements 
1. Sept 17 - Pachyderm Club 
2. Oct 1 - Muleskinners 
3. Oct 6 - Central MO Dev Council 
4. Oct 6 - Altrusa Club 
5. Oct 7 - Rotary Club 
6. Oct 7 - Chamber Govt Affairs 

Committee 
7. Oct 12 - Cosmo Luncheon Club 
8. Oct 13 - REDI Board of Directors 
9. Oct 19 - Morning Meeting with Simon 

and Renee 
10. Oct 19 - League of Woman Voters 

11. Oct 20 - Audubon Club 
12. Oct 21 - Rotary Club - 

Downtown 
13. Oct 24 - Unitarian Church 
14. Oct 26 - Rotary Club - NW 
15. Oct 26 - KFRU Radio 

Show 
 



• City Manager 
• Mayor 
• Parks and Recreation Director 

Implementation:  
Met with Newspaper Editorial Board  



Strategy: Know your audience 

Columbia Business Times 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When the mayor spoke to an audience of grey-headed people, he talked about grandchildren. He did a great job adjusting his subject to the audience.



Strategy: Keep our promises 
Columbia Business Times 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Staff worked diligently to have the 2005 ballot projects competed and/or underway. We worked through our marketing to make sure the public knew we kept our promises.



Strategy: Keep our promises 
Leisure Times LT Video on City Channel 



Strategy: Keep our promises 
Park Sales Tax 
Web Page 
 
> 1,100 visits 
in 2010 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Provided a list of the status of all 2005 ballot projects.



Strategy: Naysayers 

• Don’t engage opinions. 

• Correct any 
misinformation or 
accusations of not 
providing info to public. 
(Get in. Get out.) 

• When possible, 
refute arguments 
in a positive way 
on your own terms. 



“Better the city tell us 
why and what P&R will 
specifically use this 
money for, than allow 
them to continue 
unchecked...” 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
My Public Info Specialist and Park Services Manager monitored newspaper blogs.  The manager crafted responses whenever misinformation was given out by naysayers.



“There is a detailed 
list of proposed projects 
at the following link:” 





Implementation:  
Overcoming Objections 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If citizens are asking a valid question and you have a compelling answer - get your answer out there! Take a pro-active approach. 



Implementation:  
Overcoming Objections 

City Source 

Why build 
neighborhood parks? 



Implementation:  
Overcoming Objections 

Park Sales Tax Web Page 

Can the Park Sales Tax be used to 
fund street improvements, Fire, 
Police, or for any other non-park 
related used? 



Use Your Statistics 



Validation 
THE COLUMBIA HEART BEAT --  1/15/10 
Columbia's Alternative News Source  
http://www.columbiaheartbeat.com  
  
EARLY BIRD CANDIDATE SURVEY:  Sarah Read for Columbia City Council  
 
2.  What should be the top 3 priorities for the next council? 
  
First, ensuring the adequacy of basic city services.  We have made recent 
improvements in safety and physical infrastructure.  More attention needs to 
be paid to energy, sewers, and social services. 
Second, developing processes that make its work more efficient.  This 
includes setting clear goals and evaluation criteria, and using more modern 
forms of public engagement.  
Third, renewal of the park sales tax which is critical to maintaining our 
existing parks.  Parks are used by 90% of  our residents and promote both 
public health and safety  and economic development, yet represent less 
than 5% of the overall budget. 



Validation 

Naysayers 
Not Very Supportive 

Don’t allow their misinformation 
to influence others 

Diminish their 
desire to oppose 

Naysayers 

Diminish their 
desire to oppose 

No one wanted to come out in 
opposition to the Park Sales Tax 
on the Park and Rec Radio show   



Validation “endorsing….is about preserving  
quality of life for residents and businesses” 

“Parks and trails were a factor in IBM’s 
recent decision to locate its new center 
In Columbia…” 

“It’s one of those things that give Columbia a 
leg up on other communities,” he said. The 
city’s parks “are not only enjoyed by people 
who live here, but visitors in terms of the 
Show-Me State Games and others who use 
those facilities. It’s a well-run organization 
through the city, and we feel it’s important to 
support it.” 





Marketing 
What influences how people make decisions? 
What influences your purchasing decisions? 

We would like to think… 
–We intellectually make decisions 

• Product Quality 
• Price 
• Value 
• Your Need 

 



Learn From Successful Marketing 
DeBeers – Largest Diamond Company 
 



DeBeers Commercial 



How can Parks and Recreation 
Departments use emotion 
to influence decision makers 
and the public? 























70% 
will look at graphics 

Generation of 
skimmers, 
scanners, 
and surfers 
 
Make your 
graphics and 
headlines 
count! 

Headlines are read by 30% 
Subhead and captions read by 15% 
    
Body copy is only read by 5%. Body copy is only read by 5%. 
Body copy is only read by 5%. Body copy is only read by 5%. 
Body copy is only read by 5%. Body copy is only read by 5%. 
Body copy is only read by 5%. Body copy is only read by 5%. 

Logo/Signature – 15% 



Where does 
your eye go 
to in this 
document? 



If you only 
scanned the 
headings, 
would you 
learn 
something? 



Can’t do everything? 
Then, just do something! 



Summary 
• Analyze your current position 

– What do your citizens and decision makers think? 
– Identify obstacles 

• Develop a strategy 
– Find a connection between your issue and  
 what citizens care about (use the 9 benefit statements) 
– Educate your staff and supporters 
– Ask supporters to be advocates 

• Implementation 
– Start as soon as possible 
– Make smarter use of media opportunities already 

available; make use of non-paid advertising 
– Incorporate your “value” message wherever you can 
– Whoever your audience is, answer the question,  

“HOW DOES THIS AFFECT ME?” 



“The best way to predict 
the future is to create it.” 

   -- Peter Drucker 

Creating Community through People, Parks and Programs 
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