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Why People Serve?

What drives people to 
community engagement is 
a sense of possibility. If you 
haven't sensed that 
possibility you don't get 
started in the same way, 
you don't feel you can have 
an impact.  We need to 
make an impact.



Creating a Welcoming Community.  Ask yourself…

• What implicit messages are you giving that 
welcome citizen involvement?

• What implicit messages are you giving that 
distance your citizens from involvement?

• How informed are citizens?

• How and how often does information 
leave City Hall?

• Variety of media connections?

• Are there “places” to gather?

• Intentional place-making

• Do citizens cross boundaries?

• Chamber of Commerce, businesses, 
education, non-profits, healthcare….



Invite Service to 
your Community

• With every interaction, do you invite citizens 
to serve?

• “You” means not only elected, but City 
employees and volunteers

• What words do you use?

• How genuine do you appear?

•  Don’t assume that when you present 
possibilities, that others will intuit that you’d 
like their help or support



Restorative 
Communities…

• Focus on “What can 
we create together?”

• From a focus on 
leaders to a focus on 
citizens



Elected Officials Mindset

• Need to shift the focus from meetings 
where citizens are critics and consumers to 
small gatherings where citizens are 
engaged in building their community

• Ex:  World Café Approach

• Thought for the Day:  Roberts Rules of 
Order is for efficiency and containing 
conflict.  Dampens energy, doesn’t create 
energy.



MEDC Redevelopment Ready Communities 
Help Guide Community Engagement



Intentional 
Recruiting

• Make it easy…

• Make it hard…



No More “Wanted.  Any warm body will do.”



Why Set 
Expectations?

• Recruit more qualified members

• Gives people the ability to understand and then meet expectations of 
their role

• Helps citizens self-select themselves OUT of roles they are not well 
suited for

• Having a system in place to get new members up to speed ensures 
predictability and accountability in the development process



Portage does a good job of setting expectations 
by providing the following information:

➢ Meeting schedules

➢ Archive of agendas, minutes and 
recordings

➢ List of members and board structure

➢ Overview of roles/duties/responsibilities

➢ Relevant links

Evaluation Criteria 4.1.1 – The community sets expectations for 
board and commission positions | Example - Portage



Why are listing desired skillsets important?
➢ Seeing desired skillsets will help applicants understand where they could be the best fit
➢ Assist the community in recruiting officials who are the most suited to a given position
➢ Clearly listing skillsets can provide support for appointment decisions

Work with existing board and commission members to identify skillsets that 
would be the most useful to each respective board

Tip; Keep it general, don’t scare people off! Maybe explain the position could be a good fit for people with 
certain interests…or for people looking to learn more!

4.1.1 – Expectation 1 – The community outlines expectations and 
desired skill sets for open seats 



Post Skillsets on 
Applications 
and Websites

 



Desired skillsets belong on websites…



…and on applications.



A sample application with desired skillsets can be found on RRC 
Online Library of Resources



Michigan Main 
Street Lists Types 

of Candidates 
Who Might be 
Qualified for 

Roles



4.1.1 – Expectation 2 - The community has clearly documented the 
process for board and commission appointments

➢ Help applicants understand when/how they 
can become appointed.

➢ How will they find out if they are selected? 

➢ Who will be considering their application?



Once a prospective applicant decides they 
would like to serve on a board/commission, they 
will look to apply

Make it easy for prospective applicants to apply

How are applications turned in?
➢ Email?
➢ Can somebody apply for more than one 

board/commission at a time? i.e. 
universal application or specific 
applications? 

4.1.1 – Expectation 3 – Board and commission applications are 
available online | Example – Harrison

Harrison’s application provides an email address 
where completed applications can be turned in



Make it easy for prospective 
applicants to apply

Ferndale has a submit and sign feature.

4.1.1 – Expectation 3 – Board and commission applications are 
available online | Example - Ferndale



Make It 
Easy to 
Apply

Downloadable application

Fillable forms

Paper available too

Simple directions



Handbooks – can support recruitment and 
orientation

Evaluation Criteria 4.1.2 – The community provides orientation packets to all appointed and 
elected members of development related boards and commissions | Example - Mt. Clemens 

❖Boards & committees handbooks 
organize orientation materials 
which allow for quick reference

❖If handbooks are made available 
online, they can assist in 
recruitment as well as orientation



Setting Board/Commission Members Up for 
Success



➢The Michigan Municipal League (MML) has 
published a handbook for municipal officials

➢Outlines basic local government information 
for local officials

➢ Familiarizes officials with the responsibilities 
they face as policymakers

Evaluation Criteria 4.1.2 – The community provides orientation packets to all appointed and 
elected members of development related boards and commissions | Example MML 



Orientation Should Include:

• Policy process

•  Board duties vs staff duties

•  Expectations

•  Do’s and Don’ts

•  Board history

•  Ethics

•  Key stakeholders

•  City/county history

•  Organizational chart

•  Finances

•  Communication protocol

•  Mission/Vision/Strategic plan



Create Opportunities to 
Meet Collaboratively 
Across the Community

• Training sessions

• Listening sessions

• Strategic Planning/Visioning

• Focus groups on niche issues

• Townhall meetings

• Opportunity identification

• Problem solving



Joint 
Training/Visioning/Problem-

Solving Aids Recruitment

• Introduces community members 
not likely to know each other

• Provides insight into joint 
opportunities/interests

• Creates interest in municipal 
government

• No pressure

• “Getting to know you” provides 
vetting



SERV.  Not just another four-letter word….

S ervice in all you 
do

• Nothing self-
serving but always 
“other” serving

• Eyes and ears of 
the community to 
determine needs

• Dedicated 
listening sessions

• Actively engaging 
and listening

E ducate 

• Yourself, educate 
the community, 
educate 
individuals

• What tools are 
you using to 
educate the 
public?

R espect others

• How are you 
being inclusive 
across your 
community?

• How are you 
demonstrating 
your respect 
when there are 
expressed 
differences?

V alued input

• Not right and 
wrong, but 
“almost” right and 
“probably” wrong

• Persuasion comes 
from narratives, 
not pros and cons

• Who said, “There 
are lies.  Damned 
lies.  And 
statistics?”



Words Matter:  
Cooperider’s 
Premise

What we ask determines what we find.  ASK 
the RIGHT QUESTIONS.

What we find determines how we talk.  
LOOK FURTHER.

How we talk determines how we imagine 
together. MORE THAN ONE RIGHT ANSWER.

How we imagine together determines what 
we achieve.  ANYTHING NEW?



We listen to you.  Your speech telegraphs
whether to contribute or not.

Reactive Service
• There’s nothing we can do
• That’s just the way it is
• They make me so angry

• They won’t go along with this
• You mean we have to do THAT?
• We have to…
• If only…

Proactive Service
• Let’s look at the alternatives
• How do we work with this?
• I will not descend to that level

• What gives them heartburn so I 
can help relieve it?

• We will deal with it
• We will
• Let’s look at this carefully



Don’t be a Stuck Community

Don’t:

• Broadcast all the reasons we have to be 
afraid; economic woes, population 
declining…

• Exploit fears of violence, economic disaster, 
crime, hate

• Play the blame game on who is at fault

• Continue to tell stories about the past.  
• They are our limitation; instead focus on the 

future.

If You Do These Things, the Results are: 

• Ramping up laws and oversight

• Patriarchal government breeding citizen 
dependency instead of empowerment

• Cynicism becoming the norm and the 
conversation

Result?  We are STUCK.



Kemmis:  Politician’s Roles in Building Community

• Good politicians have more in common with entrepreneurs 
than with mediators

• They risk political capital in pursuit of their city's self-
realization

• Shift from command and control to stewardship.

• Good politicians are useless unless their constituents take 
on the challenge of being good enough citizens

• Acting and speaking as if they care more about their city 
than they do about the pursuit of their own narrow 
interests.

• Encouraging the Office of Citizen.  "Perhaps no skill is more 
important to the office of citizen than the ability to teach or 
encourage one another to speak and actually be heard by 
others who do not already share your views." 



How to Build the 
Chemistry of Community

• Small groups can lead transformation

• Questions are more transforming than 
answers

• Respect peoples’ contributions by welcoming 
these discussions:

• How do we help people feel welcome, 
how do we envision possibilities instead of 
problems, how can you feel ownership in 
our community, where and how can we 
respectfully disagree, what is your 
commitment, and what gifts do you have 
to share?

• Hospitality is central to people contributing.

• Physical and social space are welcoming.



Do Not Wait for 
Them to Come to 
You

34

Issue the Invites

• Utilize key stakeholders to plant seeds in advance

• Educate through gathering places

• Utilize focus groups, listening sessions, townhalls, surveys, blogs

• Speakers’ bureau, senior complexes, schools, Chambers of 
Commerce

• Respect quorum

• Educate up front with the media



Most Everything Important Happens in a Small Group

• Design ways to bring citizens together

• Large-group methodologies used in small 
groups help us focus on collective wisdom 
and against expensive studies and 
consultants.

• Conversation is the vehicle of change

• Bias toward the future with little time 
devoted to negotiating the past or talking 
about things where we’ll never agree 
anyway.

•   “What do we want to create together?”

• Accountability and commitment to what we 
have a hand in creating.



Key to Building Community

Old Chinese Verse 

 Go in search of your people:
 Love Them;
 Learn from Them;
 Plan with Them;
 Serve Them;
 Begin with what They have;
 Build on what They know.

 But of the best leaders
 when their task is accomplished,
 their work is done,
 The people all remark:
 "We have done it ourselves."
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