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Executive Summary 

This paper is the culmination of research and study by three student authors working on their 

Capstone project as a core part of their Master‘s degree program through the University of 

Minnesota‘s Humphrey School of Public Affairs. The paper examines how Hennepin County 

(HC) can increase not only residents‘ awareness but also their appreciation of the value of the 

programs and services that the county provides.   

 

Today, many of the functions of Hennepin County remain invisible to average residents unless 

they have some reason to interact with the county. For example, residents may bike on the trails 

in the county park system; they may borrow books or materials from the county library system; 

or they may be stopped for speeding on a county road by the sheriff. In this economic downturn, 

county government is being asked to do more with less while demand for services continues to 

grow. At the same time, people have the ability to access information about anything at any time. 

The challenge is to harness the tremendous power of information access in a way that most 

benefits residents. This paper makes recommendations on how the county can begin to achieve 

these goals. 

 

Based on our research, we recommend that Hennepin County do the following:  

 

1. Improve communication within and between departments 

2. Continue to provide stakeholders with a unified brand and message 

3. Provide more ways for county residents to engage with the county  

4. Conduct citizen surveys on a biannual basis 

5. Make enhancements to the Hennepin County website to offer more personalized 

information and solicit feedback from residents 

6. Work with schools to integrate information about county government into school 

curriculum 

7. Use social media 

8. Make enhancements to the Citizen‘s Academy sessions offered by the county 

9. Take advantage of existing relationships, such as the Hennepin-University Partnership 

 

Hennepin County could and should be doing more to increase awareness of the services that is 

provides residents as well as to increase the perceived value of said services. This is a big 

challenge, but one that HCPA is well-positioned to tackle.  

 

 

 

 

 



4 

 

 

Introduction  

About the course 

The purpose of this course is to offer graduate students the chance to gain ―hands on‖ 

experience working with a public/nonprofit sector client who has a problem to solve. In the fall 

of 2011, Hennepin County Public Affairs (HCPA), the office responsible for communications 

with the media and other external audiences, including residents of the county, presented a 

request for proposal to work with students in this course. HCPA requested assistance in their 

efforts to increase residents‘ awareness of county government and appreciation of the work that 

is does—specifically, regarding the return residents feel they receive on their tax dollars paid to 

the county. Three graduate students at the Hubert H. Humphrey School of Public Affairs—

Kathryn Kmit, Nate Thompson, and Ami Wazlawik—took on this project and served as 

consultants to HCPA.  

 

About the client and their request 

Hennepin County delivers many of the vital services its 1.2 million residents depend on 

every day.  These services include:  

 Human Services and Public Health: Provides for the administration of federal- and state-

aided public assistance programs; public health services; counseling and residential 

programs for mentally ill, mentally handicapped, or chemically dependent individuals; 

child protection, foster care and adoption services; assistance to veterans; and 

employment and training services. 
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 Libraries: Provides library services to 41 different sites throughout the county; the 

Hennepin Library web page; the Children‘s Readmobile; deposit collections at nursing 

homes and correctional facilities; mail services to homebound residents; and outreach 

services to new immigrants. 

 Public Safety: Provides services by the Offices of the County Sheriff, the County 

Attorney, the County Public Defender, and Community Corrections. 

 Public Works: Provides construction and maintenance of county roads and bridges; 

manages the county‘s solid waste system; invests in housing and transit through public 

and private partnerships, and plans emergency preparedness. 

 Health Care Delivery: Provides services directly to residents through the Hennepin 

County Medical Center, the NorthPoint Clinic, Metropolitan Health Plan, and the Office 

of the Medical Examiner.  

 General Government: Provides legislative direction, administrative support, and general 

services for the management of county business and programs. 

The quality of life that people experience in Hennepin County is directly related to the 

effectiveness of county institutions. In today‘s economic and political climate, all layers of 

government are under increasing pressure to do more with less – but the county faces a particular 

challenge that is not shared by its city, state and federal counterparts: an alarming lack of 

awareness.  

People can easily identify the services they receive from other levels of government. For 

example, the city of Edina is known for having good schools; the state of Minnesota has a 

celebrated parks and recreation system; and it‘s well understood that the United States military 
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provides a strong national defense. But ask someone what they appreciate about their county, and 

chances are you‘ll find a disconnect.  

In their Capstone request, the Hennepin County Public Affairs Department sought an 

answer to the following question:  

What level of perception/awareness/engagement should we as a county government and 

Public Affairs Department strive for? Depending on the Hennepin findings, we‘d like a 

proposal for whether and how Hennepin Public Affairs could improve our efforts to 

ensure that residents know about county services and associate their quality of life with 

those services (See Appendix B, Capstone Client Proposals -- Fall 2011). 

The problem outlined in the client statement above can be approached as a communications 

challenge. The county seeks to increase the number of connections it makes with residents 

(quantitative) as well as improve the way residents use and evaluate the information they receive 

from the county (qualitative). HCPA wants residents to have a better idea of what the county 

does and wants them to appreciate the county‘s work. 

Our project team analyzed the communications functions of HCPA and investigated best 

practices in local government outreach in order to respond to this question with 

recommendations that can be scaled as needed. We understand there are limitations to what 

HCPA will be able to implement, whether based on resources, organizational culture or policy. 

We have deliberately cast a wide net to provide the client with more options than they can 

ultimately act upon. However, we have taken care to ensure that the options we present are 

feasible to achieve and relevant to the issues that HCPA wishes to address.  
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Research Methodology  

We decided to complete the research for this project using a two-pronged approach. First, 

we assessed what Hennepin County was already doing, by looking at information and data 

provided by our client and by attending citizen presentations. Second, we conducted academic 

research and interviews as well as reviewing what other governments were doing, to gather 

information that would help us provide HCPA with ideas to improve upon the work that they are 

doing. 

 We began the process of gathering information about the development, organization and 

execution of HCPA‘s communication strategies by meeting with staff from the department. 

HCPA serves as the ―corporate communications‖ office for the entire county and all 

communications with the media are handled through this office. HCPA staff members were able 

to provide us with more detail about what they were looking for with this project, as well as 

examples of some of the methods and materials they are currently using to communicate with 

residents. In our view, HCPA does an excellent job developing targeted written materials to 

communicate with the media and other external audiences. 

We reviewed resident surveys that were developed and used over the past decade. We 

noted that the questions improved over time, offering more detail and more information to the 

county in their efforts to obtain resident feedback. The most recent survey, from 2006, was very 

thorough and touched on many topics related to our project. 

We reviewed the Hennepin County website at http://www.hennepin.us. The Public 

Affairs team has gained primary responsibility for the county‘s web presence, and this recent 

http://www.hennepin.us/
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development has been a major step in transitioning the HCPA team to a more integral 

communications role beyond its traditional purpose as a news service. However, web 

administration appears to be a joint effort between Public Affairs and Information Technology 

departments. Together, the county staff includes experts in usability, information architecture, 

content management, search optimization, and web writers. We considered conducting a 

usability evaluation on the current site, but decided against it after discovering through 

interviews that the county has its own resources to do this evaluation and the site will be due for 

a thorough redesign soon.  

We looked at traffic patterns using Google Analytics and discussed the information with 

one of the web managers. We noted that the site isn't currently used to conduct business 

transactions—most of the business activity happens offline. But residents do use the site to look 

up basic information on how and where to access county services. The search bar and the main 

navigation categories are intended to get people to the information they are seeking as quickly as 

possible. We understand there are ongoing efforts to optimize the navigation structure and the 

search feature to improve their effectiveness.  

Finally, we attended sessions of the Citizens Academy, ―a twice-yearly citizen 

engagement session that offers residents the opportunity to meet in person with county 

government leaders and learn about all the services that keep county employees busy year-

round‖ (Hennepin County website). These sessions were held at different county facilities and 

offered attendees a chance to tour places like Hennepin County Medical Center (HCMC), the 

sheriff's office, the Ridgedale Library, and the Medina Public Works facility. The sessions 

attended by our project team include those held at HCMC on October 12, 2011 and the Adult 

Corrections Facility on October 19, 2011. (Appendix H: Citizens Academy Schedule).  
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After assessing HCPA‘s communication strategies, we completed an extensive review of 

academic research to identify where gaps existed and to explore how these gaps might be closed. 

We collected and studied literature on a variety of topics, including open and participatory 

government, engaging stakeholders, public value, public perception of government, trust and 

satisfaction in government, public participation and human development measures. We examined 

the results of taxpayer value surveys and a survey assessing attitudes on tax and wealth. We also 

reviewed a series of Aspen Institute articles on how to respond to community information needs.  

We continued our research by meeting with select academic experts, including Professor 

John Bryson and Professor Laura Kalambokidis. Professor Bryson is a member of the faculty at 

the Humphrey School, and an expert on designing public participation processes. Professor 

Kalambokidis, from the department of Applied Economics, has developed practical frameworks 

for building and messaging public value. We also met with Kathie Doty of the Center for Urban 

and Regional Affairs (CURA) at the University of Minnesota. The Hennepin-University 

Partnership (HUP), an established collaboration between the largest public research university in 

the state and the largest county in the state, is housed in CURA.  

As a final step in the research process, our team referred to examples of communications 

used by other governments and organizations to inform our evaluation of HCPA practices. We 

included peers that are similar in population, demographics, and services, such as King County, 

Washington and Miami-Dade County, Florida. We also studied examples from the National 

Association of Counties (NACo), Minnesota Department of Commerce, the White House 

executive branch of the United States, the District of Columbia, American Public Media, and 

iCivics.org.  

 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/
http://www.kingcounty.gov/
http://miamidade.gov/wps/portal/Main/home/!ut/p/c5/04_SB8K8xLLM9MSSzPy8xBz9CP0os3hnQ29jA38vF183czcDA09__8BAN29_IwMDc_1wkA6gCndHDxNzHwMDf6MwAwMjP9PgQIPQYGMDT2OIvAEO4Gig7-eRn5uqX5CdneboqKgIAKJ_AWw!/dl3/d3/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/
http://www.naco.org/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.naco.org/Pages/default.aspx
http://mn.gov/commerce/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/
http://dc.gov/DC/
http://www.marketplace.org/topics/economy/budget-hero
http://www.icivics.org/
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Key Findings 

Engagement has advantages and disadvantages 

As county staff and officials well understand, public engagement has certain risks and 

rewards. Engagement is a good thing when residents experience a positive outcome; not so good 

when they don‘t experience such an outcome. Research shows that a negative experience with a 

government agency has a much bigger impact than a positive experience with a government 

agency (Kampen, Van de Walle, Bouckaert, 2006). Decreasing the number of disappointed 

clients, rather than increasing the number of clients with a positive experience, has a stronger 

effect on increasing trust in the public sector. (Kampen, et al., 2006). Therefore, every effort 

should be made to serve residents in the fairest, most professional and efficient manner, all the 

while making systematic changes to reduce negative experiences for as many residents possible.  

There is no substitute for the excellent delivery of county services. The county‘s existing 

and ongoing quality assurance and process improvement efforts at the business unit level are 

essential to protecting the county‘s reputation. Engagement and communication by HCPA should 

not be considered window-dressing to make up for real and substantive challenges in customer 

service.  

Customer service issues are further complicated by the fact that the county often acts as 

an administrative arm of the state or federal government, delivering services and programs that 

have been mandated at a higher level (Harder, 2011). In Minnesota and most other states, 

―Dillon‘s Rule‖ asserts that local communities have no inherent rights of self-government, but 

instead must derive their powers from the state. Policies that are controlled by other entities and 
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far removed from the actual delivery of services may create circumstances that counties find 

difficult to address. If a resident experiences a problem with a local government program, the 

county may not consider itself to be the cause of the circumstances that led to the resident‘s 

dissatisfaction. However, residents will likely assign blame for the problem to whatever party 

delivered the service, whether or not it is deserved (Harder, 2011).  

 The authors of this paper support the spirit of The Aspen Institute, which calls for 

improving ―the viability of our communities through greater democratic participation and civic 

engagement. As stewards of our democracy, government leaders must facilitate better access to 

and use of community information, as well as improve the means for interpretation to enhance 

the common good.‖ (Gant & Turner-Lee, 2011).   

Furthermore, as public policy think-tank Demos argues, societal problems can‘t be 

tackled outside of an environment of trust and engagement. ―Unless we work to ensure that 

government – the principal institutional embodiment of our collective will to address shared 

challenges – is widely recognized and respected, we run the risk of endlessly battling isolated 

issues while inexorably losing the fight for shared public purposes.‖ (Bostrom, 2005).  

Increasing awareness suggests greater knowledge of what the county offers while 

increasing engagement suggests more dialogue with residents. ‗Awareness‘ means this is good 

government brought to you by Hennepin County. In one sense, ‗engagement‘ means people can 

access the service and have a good experience. But in terms of public involvement, there are 

different levels of engagement and together they offer a wide spectrum of interaction and 

expectations. A good illustration of these levels is provided by the International Association for 

Public Participation: 
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The IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation 

 Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Empower 

Public 
participation 
goal 

To provide the 
public with 
balanced and 
objective 
information to 
assist them in 
understanding the 
problem, 
alternative, 
opportunities, 
and/or solutions 

To obtain 
public 
feedback on 
analysis, 
alternatives 
and/or 
decisions 

To work directly with 
the public throughout 
the process to ensure 
that public concerns 
and aspirations are 
consistently 
understood and 
considered. 

To partner with the 
public in each aspect 
of the decision 
including the 
development of 
alternatives and the 
identification of the 
preferred solution.  

To place the final 
decision-making in 
the hands of the 
public. 

Promise to 
the public 

We will keep you 
informed. 

We will keep 
you informed, 
listen to and 
acknowledge 
concerns and 
aspirations, 
and provide 
feedback on 
how public 
input 
influenced the 
decision. 

We will work with you 
to ensure that your 
concerns and 
aspirations are 
directly reflected in 
the alternatives 
developed and 
provide feedback on 
how public input 
influenced the 
decision. 

We will look to you for 
advice and innovation 
in formulating 
solutions and 
incorporate your 
advice and 
recommendations into 
the decisions to the 
maximum extent 
possible. 

We will implement 
what you decide. 

Example 
techniques 

 Fact sheets 

 Websites 

 Open houses 

 Public 
comment 

 Focus 
groups 

 Surveys 

 Public 
meetings 

 Workshops 

 Deliberative polling 

 Citizen advisory 
committees 

 Consensus-
building 

 Participatory 
decision-making 

 Citizen juries 

 Ballots 

 Delegated 
decision 

 

It is often assumed that ―public participation is always good and that more participation is 

always better.‖ (Bryson, et al., 2011). However, the experts we interviewed explained that the 

keys to successful participation are to identify your purpose, choose a strategy that lets you do 

what you need to do, and be very clear about what you are promising to your participants.  
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Berner, et al., recognizes the importance of fostering the relationship between the 

government and citizens and suggests citizen input should be followed by feedback from local 

leaders. Effective participation ought to be based on communication and cooperation. They also 

underscore the importance of identifying the needs of the community before designing a 

participation process (Berner, et al. 2011). Inviting more residents to participate does not 

automatically yield a better outcome. In fact, it could lead to a poorer outcome, especially if 

residents are encouraged to participate or become engaged but the county does not have the 

resources to adequately manage their level of participation or make use of the feedback they 

contribute. This could cause residents who were indifferent at first to conclude that the county 

was disingenuous with them or wasted their time.  

Clearly there are advantages to working to improve citizen awareness with the broader 

goal of increasing appreciation of the value of these services. More information means more 

ways for residents to understand how their government works. It may also mean more work for 

the county to change the way in which they disseminate information. It may create opportunities 

for residents to play a bigger role in county government, but might make it more difficult to 

move quickly on various issues.  

 

Challenges exist in creating memorable information for residents 

Once something is known, it is hard to imagine what it is like not to know it. This 

challenge reflects the phenomenon called the ―Curse of Knowledge‖ (Heath & Heath, 2007). For 

example, Hennepin County knows well all of the services and programs it provides to residents. 

However, Hennepin County residents are not always aware of the services and programs that are 

available to them. How can HCPA convey all of this information to all residents? According to 
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Heath & Heath, one approach is to transform both what the county communicates and the way it 

communicates. 

 Heath and Heath have developed six principles that HCPA can use to transform their 

ideas. The underlying premise is that information about the services and programs offered by the 

county need to be transformed in order to make them ―stick‖ in a person‘s mind. The programs 

and services don‘t change but the way in which they are communicated to residents does. Heath 

and Heath describe their approach with the principles of Simplicity, Unexpectedness, 

Concreteness, Credibility, Emotions, and Stories. (See Appendix D, Six Principles for Making It 

Stick).  

Taken together, we refer to these principles as a ―story-telling‖ approach to 

communicating with Hennepin County residents. The county can achieve its goals of cutting 

through the clutter of constant news and information if it can seize the attention of residents, 

show them the real-life value of its services, and connect with them on a personal level to 

motivate them to take action and get involved. 

 

Technology has affected how residents perceive their government 

The Internet has revolutionized the way we seek and access information. Along with all 

of the advantages of instant information come the challenges of targeting key messages to key 

stakeholders. HCPA recognizes the power of the Internet and its ability to provide greater 

transparency about the county to its residents. This will likely change the way in which 

information is shared between the county and its residents. In fact, it may well create a world 

where Hennepin County not only pushes information out to the public, but where the county has 
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the ability to receive information back, creating a loop to improve the communication process 

and the information communicated.  

Among the strongest arguments of The Aspen Institute in its Government Transparency 

report was the admonition that ―to focus exclusively on the one-way push of information by 

government to the public is to miss the promise of innovative e-government techniques designed 

to transform this dynamic into a mutually beneficial, two-way collaboration.‖ (Gant & Turner-

Lee, 2011). Like Aspen, we want ―to do far more than merely promote citizens‘ passive 

consumption of government data‖ (Gant & Turner-Lee, 2011). Our project team wants to help 

Hennepin County ―remove the distance between governments and citizens through immediate 

online feedback‖ and personalized media tools (Gant & Turner-Lee, 2011). 

Tech advancements will also help residents conduct business with local governments 

online. As more and more services are offered on the web, whether commercial or public in 

nature, residents will prefer and expect to have the option of completing their county government 

business electronically. According to the Pew Internet and American Life Project, 81 percent of 

Internet users who have visited a government website did so for a purpose that included 

completing a transaction (Gant & Turner-Lee, 2011). It is worth noting here that Hennepin 

County offers very few business transactions or payment options online. The county website 

does, however, provide important information to a large volume of visitors—averaging 270,000 

visits per month.  

 

Emphasizing public value is key 

Professor Laura Kalambokidis is an expert in Applied Economics at the University of 

Minnesota. She has done extensive work on the role of the public sector and why it is of benefit 
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to the greater public. Her research suggests that focusing on the private value for individuals is 

not enough; communicating the public value that accrues to the rest of the population is essential 

(Kalambokidis, 2011).   

She suggests playing up the spillover effect – that is, because the county provides these 

services, the overall quality of life is better not only for the client but for the whole population of 

Hennepin County. We know that public programs create private value or benefits for the client. 

However, public programs also create public value because they incent people to behave in 

certain ways that create public benefits for everyone else. 

In reality, the value of Hennepin County services extends far beyond the dollar amounts 

for revenues and expenditures. The county‘s execution of its core functions makes it possible for 

residents to live, work, play, and generally enjoy life within its borders. Communicating the 

public value of the county and emphasizing their impact on overall quality of life will help 

HCPA achieve its goals.  
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Principles that shaped our recommendations 

Taking into consideration the practical realities and constraints the county faces, we narrowed 

our recommendations to those we consider feasible for the county to pursue. Our 

recommendations are intended to: 

 Be scalable. In considering how to frame our thinking for this project, we wanted to 

ensure our recommendations be scalable as well as meaningful. By scalable, we mean 

that the recommendations should allow HCPA to expand or contract their activities as 

their budget, staffing capacity, and authority allow. In addition, the recommendations 

should focus on the most meaningful activities they could undertake so that HCPA and 

key stakeholders get the best return on their investment. 

 Build upon earlier efforts. As changes are implemented, subsequent changes should 

complement and build upon those first-level successes. It will be important to organize 

steps in a strategic manner to take advantage of existing infrastructures and resources 

making it easier to stretch scarce funding streams. 

 Be measureable. As HCPA implements these changes, it will be important to ensure that 

these changes yield positive results that are measureable. HCPA will be held accountable 

for these recommendations and they will be well served if they can demonstrate the 

efficacy of these changes.  
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Recommendations  

 Traditionally, local governments have tended to operate by ―pushing‖ information out to 

residents. Hennepin County uses a number of methods to push information out and they do it 

fairly well. However, there are ways Hennepin County can improve its messaging and 

communication in order to increase awareness of the services that the county provides as well as 

the value that taxpayers associate with these services.  

Based on our research, we recommend that Hennepin County do the following:  

1. Improve communication within and between departments 

2. Continue to provide stakeholders with a unified brand and message 

3. Provide more ways for county residents to engage with the county  

4. Conduct citizen surveys on a biannual basis 

5. Make changes to the Hennepin County website to offer more personalized information 

and solicit feedback from residents 

6. Work with schools to integrate information about county government into school 

curriculum 

7. Use social media 

8. Make changes to the Citizen‘s Academy sessions offered by the county 

9. Take advantage of existing relationships, such as the Hennepin-University Partnership 

 

1. Improve communication within and between departments 

 Departments should have individuals on staff that specialize in communications (or at 

least be willing to cooperate with people who do specialize in such work). Staff within and 
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across departments need to ensure that they‘re not working in silos, where information can get 

lost or mixed up and cause confusion for the public. 

 

2. Continue to provide stakeholders with a unified brand and message 

Some department managers have resisted suggestions to become more involved in media 

relations through HCPA. However, research shows that managers who engage in a more active 

approach are more effective at contributing to a more positive public image (Rainey, 2003). All 

departments should be required to follow the lead of HCPA so that the information is distributed 

in a standardized format, which builds credibility with the public. HCPA is the voice of the 

county, whether they are speaking directly with the media or preparing a commissioner or 

department staff to speak with the media. The messaging should be consistent so that both the 

media and public recognize the HC brand and have similar expectations for quality. 

 

3. Provide more ways for county residents to engage with the county  

 Hennepin County should consider additional ideas for engaging with residents, including 

kiosks at community events and in highly trafficked places such as malls or grocery stores, tours 

and open houses. Another recommended activity is to encourage volunteerism. HCPA has about 

4,600 volunteers who serve in the community by monitoring and protecting wetlands, greeting 

residents at service centers, and mentoring young people, among other things. These volunteers 

are already ambassadors for the county. They should be recognized and heralded for the work 

they perform on behalf of their county government. These volunteers may also help to draft 

others into volunteering, especially as the baby boom generation begins to retire. (Whitley, 

2011). 
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4. Continue to conduct citizen surveys on a biannual basis 

 The 2006 Citizen Survey was very thorough and collected a lot of useful information that 

will help the county gauge awareness and taxpayer value of Hennepin County government. We 

recommend that all of the questions from the 2006 survey be included in future surveys and that 

a few demographic questions be added. Based on demographic questions asked in the 2001 

survey, we recommend that the county add questions about length of time residents have lived in 

Hennepin County as well as which city they live in. Given the diversity of Hennepin County 

residents, we also suggest that the demographic question about race include more answer 

choices. These additions will help Hennepin County understand where and within which 

populations gaps in awareness exist. 

 

5. Consider making enhancements to the website 

We recommend the county commit additional resources to the website to enhance its 

functionality, as this communication channel becomes increasingly important to the county's 

audiences every year. We consider the county to be behind its peers in electronic business, open 

data, and online payments capabilities.  

With an average 270,000 visitors per month, Hennepin County is communicating with 

many residents through its website. There are a few changes we believe would provide residents 

with additional information and feedback mechanisms and that could help improve taxpayer 

knowledge and value of services. These enhancements include more story-telling, personalized 

tax receipts and user feedback surveys.  
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We like the way HCPA is presenting its messages on the website with a human-interest 

angle. Photos and videos of county residents help capture visitors' attention and give the 

information more impact. The home page uses a rotating news box to prominently feature a 

handful of timely topics. A recent article on the Hennepin Youth Sports Program is a good 

example. The use of multi-media elements like Flickr photo streams, video clips, or Google 

Maps and data visualizations will help to tell the story of these county programs. We especially 

like to see and hear county residents sharing their experiences with the programs, in their own 

words. We encourage the Public Affairs team to continue this story-telling approach on the 

website.  

Another way to potentially increase perceived value of county government is to offer 

individualized tax receipts, such as the one that the White House uses on their website at 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/taxes/tax-receipt. This application allows users to enter the 

amount of money they paid in federal taxes and then calculates the dollar amounts that went to 

major budget categories (defense, health care, education, etc.). This helps taxpayers understand 

exactly where their money is going. We recommend including a bit of the story-telling 

component in the tax receipts, and letting people know what their tax money could be providing 

i.e. ―your $60 in taxes that went toward healthcare paid for 15 immunizations for at-risk 

children.‖ 

Current information on the Hennepin County web pages provide the annual budget 

numbers, but seeing the data in millions of dollars doesn't have the same impact as a 

personalized set of figures. The main source of revenue for Hennepin County is property taxes, 

and, since all the data on property taxes paid is public information and the county can already tell 

visitors the taxes paid for any address, it should be feasible to take this data and repackage it as a 

http://hennepin.us/portal/site/HennepinUS/menuitem.b1ab75471750e40fa01dfb47ccf06498/?vgnextoid=a39fd65dc8cbf210VgnVCM1000000b124689RCRD
http://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/taxes/tax-receipt
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personal receipt. (See Appendix D for complete wireframes and detailed description of ‗My 

Hennepin County 2011 Property Tax Receipt‘). 

Our next recommendation is aimed at providing useful feedback that web administrators 

can use to measure the success of their improvements. The analytics data showed that visitors to 

the site may only stay on a given page for 20 seconds before they move along to another page, or 

leave the site. This is pretty standard for the web in general, but it doesn't tell Hennepin County 

web managers what they need to know about the performance of a page. Did the visitor find 

what they wanted right away and go to it? Did they glance at it quickly and determine that this 

wasn't the right page for them, and keep searching elsewhere?  

A simple and un-intrusive feedback button can be added to the bottom of each page to 

ask visitors something like, "Was this page helpful?" Or, a more detailed set of questions could 

be presented as a pop-up survey that opens when a visitor exits the site. Over time, the responses 

to these questions will help make the site smarter. High-performing pages can be weighted in the 

search, making them appear at the top of the results. If users express frequent problems with a 

page, tracking this will help web managers address the problem, for example, adjusting the 

navigation structure to make important pages more prominent and easy to find.  

The user feedback survey could include questions related to the website, such as: 

 1) Did you find what you were looking for while visiting the Hennepin County website 

 today? 

 2) If yes, on a scale of 1 to 10, how easy was it to find what you were looking for? 

 3) If no, what information were you looking for that you could not find? 

 4) What could Hennepin County do to their website to help you better find information? 
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6. Engage tomorrow’s voters and taxpayers by integrating information about county government 

into the school curriculum. 

This should include both middle and high schools and use a variety of methods to engage 

students. Speakers, web-based techniques such as www.iCivics.org, tours of county facilities and 

other tools can be used to make students aware of the county and what they do.  Teaching middle 

and high school students about local government‘s role in their lives will help improve 

awareness and possibly appreciation of the programs and services provided for residents at the 

county level. 

 

7. Continue to use social media to engage residents. 

The project team was pleased to see that a strategic plan for social media outreach is 

currently under development. The ‗Hennepin County Government‘ Facebook account is seeing 

frequent activity. Staff posts have occurred on a near daily basis, according to our review of 

several months‘ worth of activity. The topics are well-suited to social media and make use of 

photos, videos and links. There have not been many resident comments on the page, however, 

when a resident did comment on the County‘s Facebook page, we were glad to see that HCPA 

staff responded directly to the commenter. Ideally, this page and other social media components 

will serve as forums where residents are able to share their thoughts about what‘s going on in 

Hennepin County and offer feedback to staff on a variety of issues.  

 

8. Make enhancements to the Citizen’s Academy sessions offered by the county 

http://www.icivics.org/
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HCPA has created a ―Citizens Academy,‖ a series of seminars for residents to attend and 

learn about the various county functions. HCPA has developed a great curriculum that showcases 

various aspects of county functions. It is informative and comprehensive and after attending two 

of the seminars, one could detect a sense of pride and enthusiasm among attendees regarding the 

county‘s activities. Even so, the sessions have some limitations that we think should be 

addressed in thinking about what the program will look like in the future. 

Any face-to-face event will have barriers to participation, and the Citizens Academy is no 

exception. The Citizens Academy was structured as a small gathering -- limited to about 35 

people -- and held Wednesday nights from 6:30pm to 9:00pm. There were many more applicants 

than spots available, so the participants had to be chosen by lottery. This process in and of itself 

limits the number of people who are able to participate. 

Factors such as space limitations, work schedules and other time conflicts, travel, and 

childcare also affect who shows up at a meeting or event. Hennepin County should think about 

ways that they might make Citizens Academy more accessible, including providing bus tokens or 

volunteer-staffed childcare.  

Agendas for the various Citizens Academy sessions were structured in advance, and 

typically the information was delivered as a presentation by county staff or officials. It may be 

advantageous to use a more interactive format for events where the county is requesting the 

involvement of residents. A group process facilitator can help to conduct a meeting where the 

attendees deliberate on the agenda themselves, decide which topics they are interested in, discuss 

the issues together, and report back to the larger community. The Humphrey School hosted a 

similar gathering on November 12, when CityCampMN brought its "UnConference" to town. 

http://citycampmn.govfresh.com/
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The idea is to let attendees drive the philosophical and political discussions that will inform the 

decision-making of county staff and officials.    

 

9. Take advantage of existing relationships, including the Hennepin–University Partnership 

(HUP) 

 In 2005, Hennepin County and the University of Minnesota came together to launch an 

initiative to connect the two organizations where mutual benefit could be found and to capture 

value for both organizations through more strategic collaboration. The University‘s Center for 

Urban and Regional Affairs (CURA) states that the goals of this partnership include the 

following: 

 Develop knowledge: conduct joint research on issues of mutual interest 

 Share expertise: both academic and practitioner expertise 

 Provide student field experiences to enrich their learning experience and build a more 

capable future work force 

Hennepin County should seek to work within this partnership whenever and wherever possible. 

This could include collaboration on community-based research, sharing of academic and 

practitioner expertise, and providing students with valuable real-world experience. This 

partnership builds upon the benefits that both of these institutions provide to residents of 

Hennepin County. 
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Conclusion 

Hennepin County could and should be doing more to increase awareness of the services 

that is provides residents as well as to increase the perceived value of said services. 

As Rainey (2003) states, ―Public organizations need support from [what] the political scientists 

call mass publics, or broad, diffuse populations, and especially from attentive publics – more 

organized groups that are interested in specific agencies.‖  

HCPA‘s goal is to build awareness, understanding and appreciation among not only the 

mass publics but also the attentive publics. This is a big challenge, but one that HCPA is well-

positioned to tackle.  

Similar to other levels of government, Hennepin County is at an important crossroads: the 

downturn in the economy has put enormous stress on local budgets at the same time that demand 

for government services has increased; public antipathy towards all levels of government is high; 

and a rapid transformation is occurring in the way residents communicate and access 

information. We look forward to measures such as those outlined in this report playing an 

important role in the future of Hennepin County Public Affairs.  
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Appendix A: Author bios 

Kathryn Kmit is the Director of Policy and Government Affairs for the Minnesota Council of 

Health Plan, a post she has held for the past 15 years. The Council is a trade association 

representing Minnesota‘s seven nonprofit health plans. She got her start in public policy as staff 

at the Minnesota House of Representatives, where she focused on health care policy and taxes 

until 1994. Kathryn‘s focus on health care policy continued while at United HealthCare where 

she worked to bring managed care strategies to state Medicaid programs. Kathryn holds a B.A. in 

speech-communications and criminal justice studies from the University of Minnesota. She 
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2012.  

 

Nate Thompson has been a professional communicator for 10 years, specializing in financial 

services and consumer advocacy. Nate was the public relations officer for the $40 billion debt 

collection industry from 2003 to 2008, and currently works at the financial aid office of the 

University of Minnesota, where he writes, maintains, and strategizes content for the University‘s 

most heavily trafficked website, onestop.umn.edu. Nate holds a B.A. in public relations from the 

University of Northern Iowa, and expects to complete a University of Minnesota Master‘s of 

Public Policy degree in May 2012, with a concentration in public and nonprofit leadership.  

 

Ami Wazlawik is currently an intern at the City of Minneapolis Department of Health and 

Family Support, where she is working on further developing and expanding a hospital-based 
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Appendix B: Capstone Client Proposal: HCPA -- Fall 2011 

Proposal date Fall 2011 

Project name Public Awareness and Perceived Value of Hennepin County 

Government 

Client organization name Hennepin County Public Affairs Department 

Client organization address NE Street Level, Government Center 

300 S. Sixth St., 

Minneapolis, MN 55487-0011 

Contact name (individual responsible 

for the proposed project) 

Carolyn Marinan, Director 

Contact phone number and e-mail 

address 

612-348-5969 (w), 612-910-9111 (c);  

Carolyn.marinan@co.hennepin.mn.us 

Description of project (please attach 

additional information if necessary) 

What level of perception / awareness / engagement shoud we 

as a county government and Public Affairs Department 

strive for? See attached document.   

Research question/Issue to be 

examined 

Depending on the Hennepin findings (along with 

information about other similar-sized counties), we‘d like a 

proposal for whether and how Hennepin Public Affairs could 

improve our efforts to ensure that residents know about 

county services and associate their quality of life with those 

services.  

Proposed deliverables A. Benchmark perception/awareness of HC government, and 

association with value for tax dollars.   

B. Study of same-size counties trying to achieve similar 

goals. (Where do other counties put their efforts and are they 

successful?) 

C. Proposal for ways (methods, media) for HCPA to increase 

public awareness. 

D. Ideas for continuous tracking/feedback about awareness 

and relative value to taxpayers.  

Assumptions: 

1. Will researchers be interacting with 

1. No. 

2. We would have to work out how much, but we may be 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

vulnerable subjects? 

2. Expenses covered? 

able to cover some parking expenses at the Government 

Center. 

Evaluation Criteria Has a benchmark been created? Do we have a proposal that‘s 

workable? Capstone project lends credibility to shape HCPA 

future choices about communication tactics, results and 

ongoing strategic communication planning.  

Audience County Board, County Administration, six lines of county 

business and 30 departments. Also, media, public, peers in 

communication, and professional organizations such as 

Minnesota Association of Government Communicators, 

National Association of Counties, Minnesota Association of 

Counties, and others.  

University faculty member or other 

staff member with whom you have 

been in communication, if applicable 

Jeannie Fox, Adjunct Faculty, Humphrey Institute of Public 

Affairs.  
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Appendix D: Six Principles for Making It Stick 

Heath and Heath have developed six principles that HCPA can use to transform their ideas. The 

underlying premise is that information about the services and programs offered by HC need to be 

transformed in order to make them ―stick‖ in a person‘s mind. The programs and services don‘t 

change but the way in which they are communicated to residents do. Heath and Heath have 

developed the following principles: 

 

 Principle 1: Simplicity. Identify what is the essential core of the idea(s). 

 Principle 2: Unexpectedness. In order to get the audience to pay attention to the ideas, use 

surprise to increase alertness and cause focus. The ideas must generate interest and 

curiosity. 

 Principle 3: Concreteness. Explain the ideas in terms of human actions and in terms of 

sensory information. Using concrete terms is the only way to ensure the ideas will mean 

the same thing to everyone in the audience.  

 Principle 4: Credibility. In order for the message to ―stick‖ the audience must believe in 

your credibility. Ironically, there is a temptation to look for data or numbers to back up 

the case for something, but Heath and Heath argue this is the wrong approach. The idea 

must carry its own credentials and help people test out the idea for themselves. 

 Principle 5: Emotions. Getting people to care about HCPA‘s ideas is difficult. The way to 

do it is to make the audience feel something or to care about something. Heath and Heath 

argue that people are ―wired‖ to feel things for people, not for abstractions. It can be 

challenging to find the right emotion to harness in the message, but when it is identified, 

it can have an impact. 

 Principle 6: Stories. Tell stories to get people to act on your idea. Telling stories creates a 

more complete mental catalog of experience, allowing the audience to mentally recall so 

that they can perform better should they encounter a situation or problem later on. 
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Hennepin County Board of Commissioners

Mike Opat, 1st District

Mark Stenglein, 2nd District

Gail Dorfman, 3rd District

Peter McLaughlin, 4th District

Randy Johnson, Chair, 5th District

Linda Koblick, 6th District

Penny Steele, 7th District

 
Hennepin County Administration

Richard P. Johnson, Acting County Administrator

Strategic Initiatives and Community Engagement Department

Kristine Martin, Director

Constance Osterbaan, Research Manager

Bob Hagen, Principal Planning Analyst

Brian Lieb, Editor 

Rebeca Mueller, Production

This material can be provided in different forms, such as large print or on tape. Call 612.348.9900. To receive an electronic 
copy, call 612.348.4466 or send a request to hcsiced@co.hennepin.mn.us.

www.hennepin.us

Published summer 2007

Appendix E: Hennepin County Resident Surveys, 1995-2001; 2002; 2004; 2006



�

2006  
citizens survey

Since 1994, Hennepin County has 
been surveying county residents to 
better understand the issues they are 
concerned about and their experi-
ences with the county. Until 2002, 
Hennepin County Citizens Survey 
questions were part of a metropolitan-
wide survey. In 2002, the county 
started conducting its own biennial 
survey to better focus on the needs 
and concerns of Hennepin County 
residents.

While many of the questions asked 
during the 2006 Citizens Survey were 
also asked during the 2002 and 2004 

surveys, the 2006 edition differs from 
those surveys in some respects. For 
example, in order to refine the analysis, 
the 2006 survey asks residents what 
they know about the county. It also 
reflects an added interest in customer 
service, asking residents to judge their 
county customer service experiences.

In addition to informing county 
strategy as expressed in the Hen-
nepin Results Strategic Management 
Framework, the Hennepin County 
Citizens Survey and Community 
Indicators reports provide county 
decision-makers, stakeholders and 

community members with an improved 
understanding of the problems residents 
face and the conditions in our county. 
The Citizens Survey analyzes residents’ 
perceptions of county performance and 
county services, while the Community 
Indicators report measures the state 
of the community. To obtain a more 
complete picture of recent conditions 
in Hennepin County, the information 
contained in this report should be used 
in combination with that presented in 
the Community Indicators report. To 
receive a copy of the Community Indica-
tors report, call 612.348.4466 or send a 
request to hcsiced@hennepin.mn.us.
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1 This report mentions differences in average responses between years when the difference cannot reasonably be attributed to sampling error. 

As in the 2004 Citizens Survey, the sample over-represented college graduates and under-represented other groups. Survey responses were 

weighted to correct for this.

Between August and mid-September 
2006, MarketLine Research randomly 
sampled and telephoned 800 Hen-
nepin County residents ages 18 and 
older in households with a land-line 
phone. MarketLine was not able to 
survey residents in households whose 
inhabitants use only cell phones 
— about 8 percent of the population.  

Citizens Survey participants were 
asked:

To name the most pressing 
problem facing county residents
To provide feedback about the 
county’s overall performance
To rate the importance of services
To assess their most recent 
county service experience 

•

•

•
•

The 2006 Citizens Survey is the third 
biennial omnibus county survey and 
contains 112 questions. A question on 
the most important problem facing 
county residents has been repeated 
in every survey since 1994. All other 
questions will have to be repeated 
several more times before trends can 
be inferred. 

Because the survey responses are 
based on a sample of 800, the 
numbers reported are subject to 
sampling error. The margin of error for 
data obtained from the 2006 Citizens 
Survey is +/- 4 percent.1

Nearly 30,000 calls were made to 
obtain 800 completed surveys. Of 
those households containing someone 

who answered the phone, 77 percent 
included a member who was eligible to 
be surveyed and who completed the 
survey. It took an average of 19 minutes 
to complete the survey. 

Toward the end of the period when the 
survey was conducted, the Hennepin 
County Board debated and voted on 
the Minnesota Twins stadium proposal. 
This debate and press coverage could 
potentially have influenced respondents’ 
perceptions. Analysis of responses of 
residents surveyed before and after the 
vote revealed little evidence that the 
debate and subsequent press coverage 
influenced respondents’ ratings of 
overall county performance. However, 
coverage before the vote may have 
influenced the survey results.

About the 2006 Citizens Survey

Appendix E: Hennepin County Resident Surveys, 1995-2001; 2002; 2004; 2006



�

Crime was mentioned as the 
most important problem facing 
Hennepin County residents, but it 
does not dominate the other prob-
lems as it did in the mid-1990s. 

Residents’ ratings of overall county 
performance generally remained 
at, or below, 2004 levels. 

Residents rated 21 county 
programs and services by how 
important it is that the county 
provide them. Sixteen programs 
and services received higher 
importance ratings than in 2004. 
In 2004, residents gave 11 of 15 
county services lower ratings than 
in 2002. 

Residents showed limited aware-
ness of county services. Over 30 
percent of residents surveyed 
could not name a county service 
and over half were not sure that 
the county provided services on 
behalf of the State of Minnesota or 
Hennepin County cities.

•

•

•

•

Over three-quarters of residents 
felt they received services that 
were quick and streamlined; 
completed within a reasonable 
time; provided by courteous, 
knowledgeable, expert staff; and 
that they were provided with 
accurate information beforehand. 
Over nine in 10 thought they 
were provided with fair access to 
services. 

Residents’ awareness of county 
services did not impact their over-
all ratings of county performance. 
Awareness of county services was, 
however, often associated with 
higher ratings of the importance of 
providing specific county services.

•

•

What are the key findings?
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Crime Transportation Taxes

Education/schools Economy Housing

Social issues

How do residents rate 
the quality of life in 
Hennepin county?

In 2006, 19 percent of residents 
responded that Hennepin County has 
become better a place to live over 
the past three years, while 25 percent 
responded that Hennepin County’s 
quality of life has worsened in the past 
three years. These percentages were 
reversed in 2004.

Hennepin County as a place to live over the  
past three years, 2006

What do residents 
identify as the single 
most important 
problem facing 
Hennepin county 
residents today?

In this year’s survey, there were 
changes in the ranking of the most 
important problems facing county 
residents. Respondents were asked, “In 
your opinion, what is the single most 
important problem Hennepin County 
residents face today?” 

Crime (34%) reasserted itself as the 
most important problem in 2006, 
the first time since 1999 that crime 
ranked highest among problems. 
However, it does not dominate the 
rankings as it did in the mid-1990s.
Transportation (19%) fell to second 
place in 2006 after the two previous 
surveys (2002 and 2004) ranked it 
the most important problem.

•

•
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Taxes (15%) continued a rise in 
ranking that started in the 2002 
survey, and it now ranks third 
among the top seven problems.
Education/schools (5%) fell from 
being ranked third in 2004 to fourth 
in 2006.
Housing (4%), social issues (4%) and 
the economy (4%) showed declines 
in rankings from their 2004 levels.

•

•

•

Most important problem facing  
Hennepin County residents today, 1994-2006
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What do residents 
identify as the single 
most important 
problem that Hennepin 
county residents will 
face in the next five 
years?

The three most important problems 
residents think they will face in the next 
five years are the same as those they 
named as the most important problems 
they face today. However, social prob-
lems — mainly related to development 
and overpopulation — rose to fourth 
place among future problems (13%), 
rivaling crime (19%), transportation 
(18%) and taxes (14%). Six percent of 
residents identified housing as the most 
important future problem.

Most important problem residents will face  
in the next 5 years, 2006
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How do residents 
rate Hennepin 
county government 
performance?

In 2006, 80 percent of residents agreed 
or agreed strongly that county employ-
ees provide quality services, down from 
85 percent in 2004. Sixty-one percent 
agreed or agreed strongly that Hennepin 
County does a reasonably good job 

managing tax dollars and limiting 
spending to essential programs and 
services, down from 67 percent in 2004 
and 72 percent in 2002.

Ratings of two other government perfor-
mance measures remained unchanged 
from 2004 to 2006. Forty-four percent of 
this year’s respondents agreed or agreed 
strongly that “The county informs you 
of its core and mandated services and 
their costs,” essentially unchanged from 
2004. Ratings also remained essentially 
unchanged at 60 percent of residents 
who agreed or agreed strongly that “The 
county is interested in your opinions, 
suggestions, or requests.”
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How do residents rate 
Hennepin county’s 
governance? 

The survey asked residents how they 
felt about five aspects of county 
governance. 

38 percent said they feel good 
or very good about the county’s 
communication with its citizens, 
down from 49 percent in 2004 
and 60 percent in 2002.
38 percent said county efforts to 
inform and engage residents and 
communities were good or very 
good (this is a new question).
67 percent said county efforts to 
represent and provide for the needs 
of citizens are good or very good, 
down from 73 percent in 2004.
51 percent said the county is 
good or very good at effectively 
planning for the future, essentially 
unchanged from 2004.
67 percent agree that county staff 
are focused on the customer, an  
increase from 54 percent in 2004.

•

•

•

•

•

County governance, 2002, 2004 and 2006

* Question not asked in 2002

** Question not asked in 2002 and 2004
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How do residents 
perceive the value 
of services, property 
taxes and staff 
performance?

After considering the property taxes 
they pay and the quality of services 
they receive, 59 percent of residents 
said the general value of county services 
is good or very good. This is down 
from 70 percent in 2004. Sentiment to 
reduce taxes increased from 34 percent 
in 2004 to 38 percent in 2006. Ap-
proval of staff performance remained 
relatively unchanged at 72 percent.

Service value, taxes and staff performance,  
2002, 2004 and 2006
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What do residents 
know about Hennepin 
county services?

To assess whether residents have 
enough familiarity with county services 
to make informed judgments about 
their quality and value, the 2006 survey 
asked them to name services that 
Hennepin County provides, without 
the interviewer giving any prompts 
about specific services. Over 30 percent 
of those surveyed could not name 
a county service. Those who could 
identify county services listed a wide 
variety of services, including some the 
county no longer provides. 
 
The most frequently identified services 
were:

Public assistance (22%)
Park services (14% — the county 
no longer provides these services)
Health services (13%)
Criminal justice/sheriff/police/pro-
bation/courts (12% — the county 
no longer has responsibility for the 
courts) 
Library services (10%) 

The survey also asked residents if they 
knew whether the county performed 
services on behalf of the State of 
Minnesota — which represents a 
substantial portion of the county’s 
work — and for Hennepin County 
cities — a smaller but still significant 
portion of the county’s work. Residents 
were asked not to guess, but rather to 
say “don’t know for sure.” Fewer than 
half the residents said they thought 
the county provides services for the 
State of Minnesota. Nearly the same 
proportion thought the county 
provides services for cities. 

•
•

•
•

•

What do residents see 
as the most important 
county services for 
Hennepin county 
residents?

When asked to prioritize the impor-
tance of four different types of county 
services, 34 percent of residents gave 
top priority to “preventive services to 
reduce school drop outs.” The category, 
“public services everyone can use, such 
as libraries,” was ranked by 27 percent 
as the most important service, followed 
closely by “corrective services like jailing 
offenders” at 24 percent. Fifteen percent 
of residents gave top priority to “sup-
portive services like providing mental 
health services.”

The 2006 Citizens Survey performed a 
small trial to assess whether residents’ 
perceptions of the county are influenced 
by additional information about 
county services being provided during 
the survey. Residents were randomly 
assigned to one of two groups and asked 
to answer the question, “Given what you 
know about Hennepin County programs 
and services, would you say they have an 
affect on the quality of your life?” Resi-
dents could respond that such services 
have “a disadvantage,” “no benefit at 
all,” “a small benefit” or “a great benefit.” 
Half the respondents were asked this 
question before they were read a list 
of 26 Hennepin County programs and 
services, and the other half was asked 
the question after they were read the 
list. The analysis showed that listing 
specific programs and services for 
respondents before they rated the affect 
of the programs and services made no 
difference in the ratings.

A resident’s ability to 
name a county service 
or their belief that 
the county provides 
services for the State or 
cities had little influence 
on residents’ ratings of 
county service value and 
staff job performance, 
once other respondent 
characteristics were taken 
into account.
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How much direct 
contact did residents 
have with the county? 
What specific county 
services did residents 
use during the last 12 
months?

Over 60 percent of residents reported 
having some level of first-hand contact 
with county staff in the 12 months 
prior to the survey. Forty percent had 
“very little contact,” 18 percent had “a 
fair amount of contact” and 4 percent 
had “a great deal of contact.” The five 
programs or services that residents who 
had direct contact with the county most 
frequently mentioned using were: 

Service Center services, including 
Department of Motor Vehicle 
services, birth certificate, passport 
and other general services (32%) 
Libraries (19%)
Medical services, including mental 
health and hospital services (7%)
Justice system services, including 
court,2 probation or law enforce-
ment3 (7%)
Public assistance, including welfare 
and food stamps (5%)  

Additional services respondents 
reported using included: park services,4 
property taxes, health services, housing 
services, and public transportation.5

•

•
•

•

•

2 The court is no longer a county responsibility.

3 Only the Sheriff is a county service. 

4 The county no longer operates a park system.

5 The county does not operate large-scale public transportation.

How do residents rate 
Hennepin county’s 
service quality?

For those residents who reported using 
Hennepin County services in the last 12 
months, at least 75 percent rated the 
hours, locations, processes and possible 
ways to access county services as good 
or very good.  Approximately 20 percent 
rated processes for receiving services 
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Residents’ ratings of Hennepin County 
 service quality, 2006

and possible ways to access services as 
poor or fair. 
 
Residents who had contact with the 
county in the last 12 months rated the 
following additional service character-
istics: 

Service was quick and streamlined
Service was completed within a 
reasonable time
Service provided accurate 
information beforehand

•
•

•

Service was provided by a courte-
ous, knowledgeable and expert 
employee
Service was provided with fair 
access   

Over three-fourths of residents agreed 
or strongly agreed that the services 
they received reflected the above 
service characteristics. However, 
residents were less likely to agree that 
the service was quick and streamlined 
and that the service was completed in 
a reasonable time.

•

•
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Do Minneapolis and 
suburban residents’ 
ratings of service 
quality differ?

Suburban residents who used county 
services rated the access, process, 
location and hours of Hennepin County 
services higher than residents living in 
Minneapolis. Both groups gave county 
service location the highest rating of 
all the service characteristics. Suburban 
residents rated processes lowest overall 
and Minneapolis residents rated access 
to services lowest overall.

Minneapolis and suburban residents’ ratings of Hennepin  
County service access, process, locations and hours, 2006
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How do residents rate 
the importance of 
services?

All residents, regardless of what they 
knew about county services or whether 
they themselves used county services, 
were asked to rate how important it is 
for Hennepin County to provide each of 
26 services. The list of services included 
five additional services that were not 
included in the 2002 or 2004 survey.  
Two of the five newly-added services 
— child protection and services for the 
physically disabled — were rated among 
the top three most important services in 
the 2006 survey.

Service 2006 Ranking

Provide child protection services* 1

Plow snow 2

Provide services to the physically disabled*  3

Operate HCMC 4

Protect the environment 5

Enforce child support 6

Operate a jail 7

Build an adequate road system 8

Provide services to seniors*  9

Improve and protect public health 10

Ensure an integrated transportation system 
including roads & mass transit

11

Provide legal representation to those who can’t 
afford it

12

Prepare for disasters 13

Make highway signs readable* 14

Provide mental health services* 15

Importance of services, 2006

* Questions on this service were not asked of residents in 2002 and 2004.

Residents rated all Hennepin County services; residents were not asked to rate 

Minneapolis and suburban Hennepin County service centers individually.
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How do residents’ 
2006 service ratings 
compare to responses 
from the 2002 and 
2004 citizens surveys?

Among services residents were asked 
about in 2002, 2004 and 2006, plowing 
snow, operating the Hennepin County 
Medical Center (HCMC), protecting 
the environment and enforcing child 
support have consistently been ranked 
in the top four most important 
services.

Of the 21 specific services for which 
common questions were asked in 
the 2004 and 2006 Citizens Surveys, 
16 services showed higher average 
importance scores in 2006. In contrast, 
the 2002-2004 comparison showed 
that 11 of 15 county services were 
rated lower in 2004 than in 2002.

Service
Ranking

2002 2004 2006

Plow snow 1 3 1

Operate HCMC 2 2 2

Protect the environment 3 1 3

Enforce child support 4 4 4

Operate a jail 7 7 5

Prepare for disasters 6 6 6

Build and maintain county roads* 5 4 7

Operate a waste incinerator* 14 8 8

Provide shelter for the homeless 9 10 9

Operate the suburban library system 8 9 10

Help people obtain health insurance 10 12 11

Preserve/provide affordable housing for low 
income residents

12 14 12

Improve neighborhoods 11 13 13

Provide job training 13 11 14

Provide temporary cash assistance 15 15 15

Service ratings comparison,  
2002, 2004 and 2006

* Different wording in 2002 and 2004.

Are residents’ ratings 
of the importance 
of services related 
to their knowledge 
about those service?

After rating the importance of 
providing a service, residents were 
asked to state if they knew whether 
Hennepin County provides that 
service. Most residents were aware 
that Hennepin County provided the 
top five rated services. Generally, when 
respondents knew about a service, 
their importance ratings for the 
service were higher. 

More than 75 percent of residents 
stated they were aware that Hennepin 
County provides child protection 
services, plows snow on county roads 
and operates a hospital. However, a 
lesser percentage stated they were 

aware that Hennepin County provides 
services to the physically disabled 
(67%) and that the county protects the 
environment (54%).

The four services of which respondents 
were least aware were:

Improving neighborhoods (34%)
Assisting people in obtaining public 
health insurance (42%)
Operating an incinerator to convert 
waste to energy (44%)
Providing cash assistance to help 
people become self-sufficient (46%) 

•
•

•

•
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This Citizens Survey is the first to 
examine the county’s customer service 
in detail. Residents’ overall ratings of 
county staff’s customer focus rose 
from its 2004 level. This was one 
bright area in the responses to overall 
county performance and governance. 
Ratings on five other overall measures 
remained level with 2004 ratings, 
while ratings on another five measures 
were down.

The 2006 findings show that relative 
to 2004:

Ratings of the county’s manage-
ment of tax dollars and limiting 
spending were down
There was increased sentiment to 
reduce county property taxes
Ratings of the county’s service 
quality declined
Ratings of the county’s efforts 
to inform residents about core 
and mandated services remained 
steady as did ratings of the 
county’s interest in resident 

•

•

•

•

opinions, suggestions or requests
Representing and providing for 
needs of citizens received lower 
ratings
The ratings for effectively planning 
for the future remained at the 
same level
Ratings of county staff perfor-
mance were unchanged
The general value of county 
services was rated lower

Whether these results stem from a 
general mood also affecting other 
local governments is unknown. The 
latest citizens surveys from the City 
of Minneapolis and the Metropolitan 
Council show evidence of improve-
ment in those jurisdictions’ standings. 
Ratings of overall county performance 
and governance may have been 
influenced by coverage of the county 
stadium proposal. Hennepin County 
may face challenges should residents’ 
ratings continue to decline while their 
concern over county taxes continues 
to increase. 

•

•

•

•

The more specific the service people 
were asked to rate, the more positively 
they responded. The higher ratings of 
specific county services versus ratings 
of general service attributes are there-
fore not surprising. What is surprising 
is the increase since 2004 in the rating 
of the importance of providing specific 
county programs and services. 

The analysis found that reported 
resident knowledge of county programs 
and services exerted little influence 
on perceptions of overall county 
performance. What this means for the 
county’s ability to better tell its story by 
emphasizing its role in public service 
provision is unclear. Other means of 
collecting further information, such as 
resident focus groups, may be helpful 
and provide important insights.

Conclusion
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Hennepin County

Strategic Initiatives and Community Engagement

A-2308 Government Center

300 Sixth Street South

Minneapolis, MN 55487-0238

Hennepin County provides equal access to employment, programs and services without regard to race, color, creed,  
religion, age, sex (except when sex is a Bona Fide Occupational Qualification), disability, marital status, sexual orientation, 
public assistance or national origin. If you believe you have been discriminated against, contact the Human Resources 
Department, A-400 Government Center, Minneapolis, MN 55487, or 612-348-3562.

Printed on recycled paper
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Meg Knodl 

Mobility Assignment Plan 

Purpose: HCLIB is providing a resource to HCPA 

to study and document use of social media 

tools, governance/oversight within the County 

with particular focus on PA activities.  This 

mobility assignment will also create 

recommendations to HCPA to improve and 

optimize use of social media tools as part of the 

PA communication toolset. 

Goals 

 Assess current state of social media at 

Hennepin County 

 Research other agencies’ use of social 

media 

 Analyze current state and identify gaps, 

opportunities, and  goals 

 Create a future state including 

benchmarks, measurements, standards, 

guidelines,  and documentation to build 

a recognized presence 

 Obtain executive buy-in/approval 

 Implement and communicate with the 

organization 

Timeline 

Assess Current State 11/11/11 

Document current SM procedures  

Gather requirements, assess gaps  

Review existing practices & documentation  

Compile notes/next steps  

Research other gov agencies  

Analyze 12/9/11 

Create a scope and voice statement for PA 

Identify gaps & omissions  

SWOT analysis  

Create Future State 1/27/12 

Determine SM benchmarks & measurements  

Create SM whitepaper  

Determine departmental SM procedures  

Implement 3/2/112 

Communicate to organization 

Create agreement for Department Directors  

Training for contributors  

Closure 4/30/12 

Documentation stored  

Perform Debrief Activities  

All open items disposed of/resolved  

Complete debrief documentation  
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Hennepin County Citizens Academy

September 14: Ridgedale Library 
12601 Ridgedale Drive Minnetonka, MN

Overview of Hennepin County
Creating the county budget
The elections process
Assessor’s Office
Tour Ridgedale library and service center

September 21: Medina Public Works Facility 
1600 Prairie Drive, Hamel, MN

Why emergency preparedness is important
Roads, bridges, bike trails and traffic signals
The county fleet
Tour the Medina Public Works Facility    
                   

October 5:  Environmental Services Building 
417 N. Fifth St., Minneapolis, MN (Enter through the HERC 
entrance on Sixth Avenue.)

Housing, public transportation and economic development
The Interchange project
Environmental Services
Visual tour of the Hennepin Energy  
Recovery Center (HERC)

                       
October 12:  Hennepin County Medical Center 
701 Park Ave., Minneapolis, MN 

NorthPoint Health & Wellness Center
Medical Examiner
Tour the Hennepin County Medical Center

           
October 19:  Adult Corrections Facility 
1145 Shenandoah Lane N., Plymouth, MN

Sheriff’s Office
County Attorney’s Office
4th Judicial District Court
Public Defender’s Office
Community Corrections and Rehabilitation
Tour the Adult Corrections Facility

 
October  26:   Interfaith Outreach  

and Community Partners
1605 County Road 101, Plymouth, MN 

Human Services and Public Health overview
Key department initiatives
Participate in an interactive experience

Hennepin County Citizens Academy
Hennepin.us/CitizensAcademy

Join us at different county facilities to learn 
how Hennepin County is “working for you.”  

Each session runs from 6:30 to 9 p.m. Email 
citizensacademy@co.hennepin.mn.us, or 

call 612-348-5130  with any questions. 
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Appendix I: Attending Citizen Academy sessions: observations from the field 

Members of the project team attended two sessions of the Citizens Academy presentations.  

 

The October 12 session was located at HCMC and focused on the health care services Hennepin 

County provides. This included presentations by: 

 Cynthia MacDonald, CEO of Metropolitan Health Plan, the county‘s HMO for residents 

covered by state public programs; and Felicia Boone, Community Relations Liaison, 

Metropolitan Health Plan 

 Stella Whitney-West, CEO of NorthPoint Health & Wellness Center, a federally-

qualified health care clinic providing services to low-income residents in North 

Minneapolis 

 Dr. Andrew Baker, M.D., Chief Medical Examiner, Hennepin County Medical 

Examiner‘s Office 

 Dr. Arthur Gonzalez, P.H., CEO of Hennepin County Medical Center  

The session concluded with a tour of the radiology department at the Hennepin County Medical 

Center 

 

The October 19 session focused on public safety issues with presentations by: 

 Hennepin County Sheriff Rich Stanek 

 Hennepin County Attorney Alan Harris 

 Chief Public Defender for Hennepin County Bill Ward 

 Hennepin County Chief Judge Jim Swenson 

The session concluded with a tour of the Hennepin County Workhouse in Plymouth, MN 
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