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Executive Summary 

This report examines potential strategies that can be employed by the City of Ramsey to 

engage residents by sharing and gathering information that will inform the City’s next Housing 

Plan. The framework for this report works to reconcile the benefits of denser, more diverse 

housing favored by current market trends, while also honoring the pride in rural character that 

many Ramsey residents feel. 

  

In an effort to ground the recommendations and strategies shared in this report, it begins with a 

look into the 2008 Housing Plan, in addition to the demographics of Ramsey. The intention for 

this information is to connect the subsequent strategies discussed, with the changes and shifts 

that the community is experiencing. Following a review of demographic trends, this report offers 

information that addresses myths and perspectives around higher-density housing, which often 

exist in communities facing new, denser development types. This information intends to build 

robust dialogue with community members and work through concerns that residents of Ramsey 

may have. 

  

Also, this report acknowledges the interests of residents to attract more retail to the city of 

Ramsey. The potential benefits of new housing, including attracting stores and restaurants, as 

well as a diversity of housing types allowing residents of all ages to stay in the city, are also 

explored as key messages. 

  

The next section of the reports offers specific engagement strategies and information that 

Ramey could utilize to engage residents around the topic of housing and new development. 

These strategies include the “Can I Be Your Neighbor?” campaign which aims to humanize 

people living in affordable housing and multi-family units. The purpose of the Dot Map Activity is 

to understand not only if or where residents want to see development, but what types of 

development they are interested in. Living Room Meetings are another strategy, which allow 

residents to gather friends and/or family together to discuss and shares concerns and ideas. 

This can help residents to feel more comfortable engaging in challenging topics. Touring a 

variety of housing types can be helpful in demystifying new development, while providing 

access to information and understanding for those interested. Lastly, the report offers case 

studies and best practices from Boulder, Colorado, and Port Phillip, Australia, and refers to their 

experiences in inclusive housing engagement around new development. 

  

Overall, it is our hope that this report provides useful suggestions in selecting approaches and 

strategies for inclusive and thoughtful housing engagement with the residents of Ramsey. Below 

are some recommendations and action items for Ramsey to consider, which are also explored 

in this report. 

 

Some action items that the City of Ramsey can take include the following: 

1. Understand that demographic changes may require new communication and 

engagement strategies in order to effectively reach all parts of the community. 
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2. Review existing practices, such as noticing requirements for development, to ask if they 

are limiting in scope and structure. 

3. Use pilot demonstrations to test example strategies offered by this report. Determine 

measurement criteria to understand their impact and modify accordingly. 

 

 

  



3 

Statement of Purpose 

This Housing Engagement Plan will provide strategies for City staff to share information with 

and receive input from local stakeholders including residents and developers.  As the City of 

Ramsey begins the process for writing its next Housing Plan, the feedback received from 

engagement activities will inform policies and goals, and will give direction on how to balance 

new development and changes while respecting community vision. 

 

Introduction 

To provide direction and engagement strategies, this report lays the groundwork by describing 

the previous Housing Plan and exploring the relevance of Ramsey’s demographics when 

constructing future plans and practices. The report analyzes myths about higher-density 

housing types, and details how housing is crucial in luring retail to cities and towns across 

America. Specific engagement strategies are offered which provide successful case studies 

from other communities that are also working through barriers in community collaboration on 

housing plans and developments. Finally, the report provides potential activities for Ramsey to 

implement with stakeholders that may be helpful in developing greater understanding between 

parties and gathering new community perspectives. 

 

Housing Plan History1 

Ramsey’s last Housing Plan was adopted in 2008. In a section titled “Why is Rental Housing 

Important?”, the authors attempt to relay key messages to the community. The plan 

documented that rental housing is necessary to a balanced housing supply, and provides 

options for those who choose not to or are unable to purchase a home. In the 2008 housing 

plan, 97% of housing units were owner occupied, but today that number is closer to 89%. Most 

of the recent housing development in Ramsey looks different from the housing that has been 

there historically; newer, denser multi-family buildings are more popular among developers in 

contrast with many of the large-lot single-family homes that make up much of Ramsey’s older 

housing stock. Today, the City is still wrestling with how to have a realistic community vision that 

accounts for Ramsey’s history and character, as well as supporting projected population growth. 

 

Key Demographic Information2,3 

This section demonstrates the social characteristics in Ramsey based on demographic features 

such as age, race, income, and housing status. The results of the analysis below highlight some 

justification on public participation process framework. For example, the aging tendency and 

multi-cultural existence urge City staff to design a process which not only attracts a broader 

audience, but also adds to the vision of participation. The main takeaway of this section to local 

                                                
1 City of Ramsey Comprehensive Plan Update, Chapter 7: Housing Plan 
2 Metropolitan Council. Community Profile, Retrieved October 24th, 2017 from: 

https://stats.metc.state.mn.us/profile/detail.aspx?c=02396311. 
3 American Community Survey. Retrieved October 24th, 2017 from: 

https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml. 

https://stats.metc.state.mn.us/profile/detail.aspx?c=02396311
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
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housing market, on the other hand, is that more effort should be made to create housing options 

for growing vulnerable groups such as the elderly or those with low incomes. 

 

1. Population 

Ramsey is growing and aging. The population has been increasing in the past few decades 

from 10,093 in 1980 to 23,668 in 2010. According to the Department of Population, Households 

and Employment at the Metropolitan Council, the projected population in Ramsey will be 26,400 

in 2020. In the meantime, looking at the population pyramid below, people who are in their fifties 

and sixties stand out. It is reasonable for us to anticipate an elderly society in Ramsey after one 

or two decades. 

 
Figure 1: Population Distribution in Ramsey 

In addition, the 2011 American Community Survey showed that over 7% of the residents in 

Ramsey spoke a language other than English at home. The results imply that individuals 

sharing a language may also aggregate in the same neighborhood separating from other 

dwelling groups.  

 

2. Income and Employment 

Income features in Ramsey are in good shape for two reasons. First of all, residents in Ramsey 

have a median income of $86,800 which is higher than that for overall Anoka County ($70,900) 

and much higher than $68,800 in overall Minneapolis-St. Paul Metropolitan Statistical Area 

(MSA). Second of all, median income continues to increase. Over the twenty-five years from 

1990 to 2015, median income in Ramsey almost doubled from $46,100 to $86,800. However, 

we should also pay attention to the lower income class in Ramsey for the reason that the 

percentage of population below federal poverty level in Ramsey also increased approximately 

1% during the recent five years. 

 

Compared to income, the employment features are somewhat concerning. According to the 

Metropolitan Council, manufacturing took up to 34% of total industries in 2016 whereas 

industries such as retail or finance only had less than 10%. As a consequence, neither newly 

generated number of employments nor the annual average wages of these employments are 

satisfying. In 2016, there were 6,334 jobs in Ramsey with an annual average wages of $47,527, 

compared to $58,111 in the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area. The forecasted employment for 
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Ramsey by Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development are 6,200 in 

2020, 7,000 in 2030, and 7,600 in 2040. Therefore, employment is not growing as fast as we 

could wish for. 

 

3. Housing 

In Ramsey, the general layout of the housing market is dominated by single-family homes with a 

high homeownership rate. According to the Metropolitan Council Housing Stock Estimates, the 

total number of housing units in Ramsey in 2016 were more than 9,000 units. Over 90% of units 

were single-family homes in 2016 while the remaining 10% mostly consisted of multifamily and 

manufactured homes. The homeownership rate was 89.1% in 2015 which was high compared 

to 69.9% in the whole MSA. However, the ratio of owner over renter has been dropping from 

96.5% to 89.1% over the years. 

 
Figure 2: Homeownership Rate in Ramsey 

Cost burden is an index of the local housing market in terms of household’s expenditure on their 

homes. According to the Metropolitan Council, if a household spends more than 30% of its 

income on housing, this household is cost burdened4. In Ramsey, as is shown below, 23% of all 

households were in a cost burden situation. More tellingly, the cost-burdened renters took up 

38% in all renter households whereas 21% of owner households were cost burdened. It 

indicates that there is a group of residents in Ramsey who have heavy pressure from housing 

costs. 

 
Figure 3: Housing Cost Burden in Ramsey 

                                                
4 Metropolitan Council. Housing Cost Burden. Retrieved October 24th from: 

https://metrocouncil.org/Housing/Planning/Housing-Policy-Plan-Dashboard/Housing-Cost-Burden.aspx. 
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Dispelling Myths: Five Myths & Facts About Higher-Density Housing 

In many communities there can be resistance to new housing projects because of some 

common misconceptions. Dispelling these myths, especially about higher-density and affordable 

housing, is an important step in sharing information and gaining community confidence to 

garner support for additional housing and greater housing variety. The following section 

provides an example of responses that can be used to dispel some common myths about 

different types of housing. 

 

1.  Higher-density affordable housing will lower my property value.5 

A study of the nation’s least affordable housing markets found that housing funded through the 

Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program had no significant effect on nearby home 

values. Rather than resident’s income levels, what matters more is the character of the housing 

itself. Does it have compatible architecture? Does it have a similar setback from the street as its 

neighbors?  These are design questions that can be addressed at the community level. 

 
2.  Higher-density projects will cause more traffic.6 

When located and designed well, higher density developments enable people to make fewer car 

trips by creating walkable connections to nearby amenities. It also allows transit connections to 

be more efficient by being able to serve more riders, further reducing the need to drive. 

 
3.  Higher-density housing creates crime.6,7 

Many studies have found that there’s no link between crime and higher-density housing. Crime 

isn’t caused by one housing type or another, yet environment and building design can play a 

role in preventing crime. In fact, a new building and common spaces that are designed to 

provide natural surveillance can increase safety in an area that might have previously been a 

dark, vacant lot. Engagement between neighbors can help both existing residents and new 

residents feel invested, increasing a common sense of ownership for the neighborhood. 

 
4.  Higher-density housing will ruin community character.6 

Many residents of the city of Ramsey value its rural character and higher-density housing may 

appear to be at odds with this. However, higher-density doesn’t necessarily mean obtrusive 

high-rises; for Ramsey it could mean quiet triplexes, smaller homes with shared green space, or 

high-quality apartments built near transit. In addition, smart regulations for higher-density 

buildings can actually work to preserve Ramsey’s rural character while accommodating its 

future growth. Some of the measures that can be taken are establishing design requirements 

that help multi-unit housing blend in with existing homes. This can vary from height and bulk 

requirements to facade materials. Furthermore, being strategic in the location of higher-density 

                                                
5 Young, C. (n.d.). There Doesn’t Go the Neighborhood: Low-Income Housing Has No Impact on Nearby Home 

Values. Retrieved October 26, 2017, from https://www.trulia.com/blog/trends/low-income-housing/ 
6 California Planning Roundtable and California Department of Housing & Community Development. Myths & Facts 

About Affordable & High Density Housing. (2002). Retrieved November 01, 2017, from 
http://www.hcd.ca.gov/community-development/community-acceptance/index/docs/mythsnfacts.pdf 
7 Haughey, Richard M. Higher-Density Development: Myth and Fact. Washington, D.C.: ULI–the Urban Land 

Institute, 2005.  
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housing can allow for growth near transit while preserving the rural appeal of other areas of the 

city instead of suburbanizing Ramsey. 

 
5.  Higher-density housing will overload schools and public services.8 

Higher-density housing allows public organizations to provide services that can be enjoyed by 

more people for lower cost than would be possible if the same number of people were more 

spread out geographically. This includes infrastructure needs such as roads, but also services 

such as fire and police protection. 

 

For schools, the data shows that higher-density units (attached single-family and multifamily) 

have, on average, a lower number of school-aged children than do residents of detached single-

family housing units. Thus higher-density housing does not present a grave threat to over-

enrollment in local schools. What may be beneficial, however, is seeing enough increased 

enrollment to justify added investment to local schools. 

 
Figure 4: National Average Number of Children by Housing Type 

  

                                                
8 Ford, Carmel. “Only 41 Children For Every 100 Housing Units In The U.S., On Average.” NAHB: Only 41 Children 

for Every 100 Housing Units in the U.S., on Average, National Association of Home Builders, 1 Feb. 2017, 
http://www.nahbclassic.org/generic.aspx?sectionID=734&genericContentID=255505&channelID=311 
 

http://www.nahbclassic.org/generic.aspx?sectionID=734&genericContentID=255505&channelID=311
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Profiling Housing Benefits 

In additional to dispelling housing myths, it is crucial to also provide information about the 

benefit that new housing can provide, not just to future residents, but to existing residents as 

well. This section provides two benefits that can be provided by new housing in Ramsey. 

 

Additional Housing Can Attract More Retail910 

The City of Ramsey continues to seek out ways attract and develop retail opportunities for the 

community. Continuing to develop housing, increase households and diversify the housing 

options will help make Ramsey not only more attractive for prospective residents, but also for 

the future of commercial economic development within the city, something all residents will 

benefit from.   

 

“Successful retail depends on successful residential neighborhoods”.9 In the past, when 

development was less risky and more abundant, retail and economic development would be 

completed prior to housing developments. Since the Great Recession, there has been a shift in 

that new businesses or retailers want proof of residences already in place before beginning 

development on a proposed commercial site. It is now argued that where residential growth and 

development is occurring, economic development is primed to follow. In today’s economic 

climate, even the most stable retailers will be hesitant to move into a location if the surrounding 

community is not a strong residential market with high spending potential. High-quality and 

desirable consumers are found in all income brackets, but developers need to be assured that 

communities are accessible and already spending money in the community, as well as full of 

long-lasting residents and continuing to grow. 

 

Retailers typically weigh a variety of factors when they consider development potential in a 

proposed area, however some of the most important characteristics across the board are 

population (density, growth, within a market area), traffic counts, and average income. Ramsey 

already has a substantial median income of $86,800, so many retailers may be more heavily 

weighing population growth and market need when considering Ramsey as a location. A 

community emphasis on housing development would greatly impact the potential of retail, 

commercial, and business development in Ramsey. 

 

It is understood that cities and their streets evolve over time with businesses influenced by 

quality, amount, and density of housing developments. It cannot be expected that retail will 

immediately follow housing developments, but growing a community through housing will make 

it easier for businesses to move in, become successful, and attract more specialized or higher-

end retailers. 

 

                                                
9 Beyard, Michael D., Michael Pawlukiewicz, and Alex Bond. Ten Principles for Rebuilding Neighborhood Retail. 

Washington, D.C.: ULI - the Urban Land Institute, 2003. http://uli.org/wp-
content/uploaads/2012/07/TP_NeighborhoodRetail.ashx_1.pdf 
10 Gitt, Tammie. (June 1, 2014). Blight or Boom?: Rooftops essential to retail development. The Sentinel. Retrieved 

from http://cumberlink.com/news/local/warehouses/blight-or-boom-rooftops-essential-to-retail-development/article-
4949ee94-e851-11e3-8da2-001a4bcf887a.html  

http://uli.org/wp-content/uploaads/2012/07/TP_NeighborhoodRetail.ashx_1.pdf
http://uli.org/wp-content/uploaads/2012/07/TP_NeighborhoodRetail.ashx_1.pdf
http://cumberlink.com/news/local/warehouses/blight-or-boom-rooftops-essential-to-retail-development/article-4949ee94-e851-11e3-8da2-001a4bcf887a.html
http://cumberlink.com/news/local/warehouses/blight-or-boom-rooftops-essential-to-retail-development/article-4949ee94-e851-11e3-8da2-001a4bcf887a.html
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Housing development can prime communities for neighborhood commercial development in a 

few key ways, which involve a diversified housing stock and options for incoming community 

members. Increased homeownership, including condominium ownership, displays a stable 

neighborhood with invested community stakeholders and consumers. Housing development 

creates a customer base for community retail, so growth in customer base, provides incentive 

for a retailer to consider one location over another. Mixed-income housing also provides more 

than just a growing consumer base for potential incoming businesses. Small locally owned 

businesses and large chain retailers both require an accessible workforce living in close 

proximity to work. Increased housing developments, particularly mixed-income, provide 

residences for new anticipated workforce needs, enhancing the attractiveness of a city to 

potential economic developers. 

 

Diverse Housing Allows Residents to Stay in Ramsey 

Communities with a diversity of housing options have the ability to be multi-generational.  As we 

enter different stages in life, our housing preferences may change.  For example, a single 

person might prefer denser housing close to amenities and transit while a family with children 

may prefer a single-family home with a yard.  A recent phenomenon has been the return of 

empty nesters to environments with a close-knit physical form that are within walking distance to 

stores and recreation.  A community that provides housing for all life stages can remain strong 

over time rather than seeing a decline when the majority of the population reaches a certain 

stage.  For Ramsey, this would mean that residents can remain in Ramsey as they grow, 

making their connection and investment in the community even stronger. 

 

Engagement Strategies 

In-person engagement – why people should be involved11 

In the report “Resident Participation in HUD Affordable Housing Preservation Projects: What 

Works?”, the author Deb Goldberg Gray advocated for public participation in affordable housing 

projects based on the following arguments: “residents have a personal stake in the long-term 

success of the property”, “resident participation contributes to the quality of life on site”, and 

“empowered residents gain the skills and confidence to improve their financial situation and 

move on”. First of all, she reasoned that the tenants had the greatest direct interest in local 

housing so they were the best candidates to take charge of the affordable housing needs and 

decisions. As loyal customers, they would spare no efforts to manage the property well. 

Secondly, resident participation could also contribute to maintaining the physical condition of the 

community and securing the living environment because they were more familiar with the 

property and more eager to promote the quality of life. Lastly, empowering the residents in the 

housing management process, was a way of equipping them with skills and confidence in 

workspaces, which indirectly assisted improving their financial status. 

 

                                                
11  Deb Goldberg Gray. (2000). Resident Participation in HUD Affordable Housing Preservation Projects: What 

Works? University of California Center for Cooperatives. Retrieved October 24th from: 
http://sfp.ucdavis.edu/files/143804.pdf. 

http://sfp.ucdavis.edu/files/143804.pdf
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Most interestingly, given the multi-cultural background in Ramsey, one more positive outcome 

engagement is that people from different cultures could be fully recognized in the neighborhood. 

Bilingual representatives could serve as a bridge across the language and cultural gap. For 

example, Foothill Plaza I in Sacramento is an affordable housing project owned by Sacramento 

Mutual Housing Association (SMHA) but has an additional resident board called Foothill Plaza 

Resident Council. In 1994, local residents were mostly immigrants from the former Soviet Union 

and Vietnam who had limited English skills. Therefore, a resident who had eligible English-

Russian capability served the community as a SMHA staff in terms of assisting cluster leaders 

and committees in order to guarantee full resident participation. The language gap may not be 

the case in Ramsey as it was in Foothill, but the demographic research indeed showed us that 

some households spoke another language when they were at home. Hence, getting more 

residents with different cultural background involved in participation processes could also be 

beneficial in Ramsey. 

 

Get the Word Out 

The methods used to determine who is invited to participate in planning processes have a 

significant effect on the quality of the resulting plan. City staff should analyze current policies 

regarding notification for planning engagement to ensure that all residents have the opportunity 

to contribute to the direction of the City’s housing development. 

 

Local governments are often required by law to notify residents of public hearings discussing 

items within a certain distance of their home (for example, the City of Ramsey currently sends 

mailed notices for public hearings to residents within 700 feet of a new development proposal 

that will be discussed at that hearing). Considering the large lot sizes and rights-of-way in much 

of Ramsey, however, this threshold often results in a relatively small number of participants; as 

much of the developable land is concentrated near the COR in southern Ramsey, the subset of 

community members who are engaged under this process is limited. Increasing the distance 

within which mailed notices are sent could increase the number of residents who attend public 

hearings and provide input for proposed housing developments and policy changes. 

 

The destination of mailed notices can also impact response, particularly when a homeowner is 

not a resident of the property. Many cities mail notices to property owners rather than the 

address itself, which decreases the likelihood that a resident renting their home will be aware of 

a public hearing. Though the vast majority of Ramsey residents are homeowners, City staff 

should consider mailing notices directly to the property addresses in addition to property owners 

in recognition of the input of renters in the community. 

 

However, some community members may be unable or unwilling to attend public hearings even 

if they are aware of its occurrence. Rather than moving on without the input of these residents, 

City staff should explore opportunities bring the engagement to them. One example is attending 

community events to conduct a survey or promote an upcoming planning workshop. Another is 

the inclusion of planning engagement materials with other distributions such as new resident 

information packets and student enrollment guides. Alternatively, City staff can arrange different 

venues that may be more accessible for residents such as community centers, libraries, or 
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schools. Strategies like these can expand the audience beyond residents who are typically self-

motivated to attend planning events. 

 

As described above, over 7% of Ramsey residents speak a language other than English at 

home. City staff should recognize this fact and make accommodations for these residents in all 

facets of community engagement, including the provision of interpretation services and 

translated materials as appropriate. 

 

“Can I Be Your Neighbor?” Affordable Housing Campaign12,13,14 

Starting from 2002, “Faces and Places of Affordable Housing” campaign was initiated in 

Colorado for the purpose of conveying the need and putting attention on affordable housing. In 

2004, advocates from northern Colorado launched the “Can I Be Your Neighbor?” poster 

campaign in order to address local affordable housing issues. This campaign aimed to eliminate 

local opposition of affordable housing by demonstrating the value of diverse occupants residing 

in the community. 

 

Instead of conventional top-down education to the community, the campaign applied an 

approachable and friendly method to get people familiar with affordable housing, whom it 

benefits, and why it is desirable. Basically, this campaign posted individuals with different 

employment backgrounds who typically carried on lower wage work yet were vital to the 

community such as nurses, firefighters, private shop managers and home teachers. The image 

on a poster was a smiling individual with these occupations and a slogan. The slogan not only 

highlighted the contribution of the individual to the neighborhood but it also expressed the need 

of affordable housing with a friendly tone, asking to be neighbors. To better deliver the message 

to the public, they chose four local volunteering citizens to pose for the photographs in posters 

which the city staff designed and distributed. Moreover, they also published a Spanish version. 

All the printing costs were covered by the National and Local Boards of Realtors. Without any 

quantitative research in terms of the outcome and participation result, the city relied mostly on 

anecdotal feedback and community conversation. 

 

According to the website, the “Can I Be Your Neighbor” poster campaign was such a success 

that the idea was accepted and used by 26 organizations from 18 states around the country. 

The most recent events were one in Polk County, Iowa in 2016 and another one in Houston, 

Texas in 2017. In Polk County’s campaign website, they provided more detailed information on 

affordable housing and financial backgrounds other than real stories from those who live in 

affordable housing. Similarly, City staff from Houston even presented the salary of each job 

                                                
12 City of Collins, Colorado. 2004 Affordable Housing Poster Campaign. Retrieved October 24th from: 

https://www.fcgov.com/socialsustainability/neighbor-posters.php?key=affordablehousing/neighbor-posters.php#2. 
13 Polk County, Iowa. 2016 “Can We Be Your Neighbor” Poster Campaign. Retrieved October 24th 

from:http://www.pchtf.org/canibeyourneighbor/. 
14 Leah Binkovitz. (2017). “CAN I BE YOUR NEIGHBOR,” Asks Houston Housing Campaign. Retrieved October 24th 

from: https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2017/05/09/can-i-be-your-neighbor-asks-houston-housing-
campaign/#.WhITgkqnGUn. 

 

https://www.fcgov.com/socialsustainability/neighbor-posters.php?key=affordablehousing/neighbor-posters.php#2
http://www.pchtf.org/canibeyourneighbor/
https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2017/05/09/can-i-be-your-neighbor-asks-houston-housing-campaign/#.WhITgkqnGUn
https://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2017/05/09/can-i-be-your-neighbor-asks-houston-housing-campaign/#.WhITgkqnGUn
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mentioned above and the amount of the employees could bear investing in their homes in order 

to convey the need of affordable housing. 

 

According to the demographics in Ramsey, the diversity in the community is non-negligible in 

terms of both cultural and economic background. 7% of Ramsey residents spoke another 

language at home which indicated cultural segregation might be an issue there. Moreover, the 

increasing proportion of lower income class and housing cost burdened households over the 

recent years concerns local staff and residents as well. Therefore, it is sufficient and appropriate 

to launch campaigns like “Can I Be Your Neighbor”. The key point of the conversation is to 

convey the benefit of affordable housing. The conversation should successfully deliver the 

message that the target audience of local affordable housing projects is not only the low income 

people but the whole community. In addition, the tone of this conversation should be friendly, 

and residents treated equally, which is more likely to receive feedback when they communicate 

with residents. In summary, the main takeaway of this campaign for the City of Ramsey 

regarding public participation processes is that they could replace research and education in 

public meetings by initiating conversation in daily life. 

  

Development Dot Map 

One way to capture information on the preferences of community members is by using a 

Development Dot Map. In this method, City staff should produce a map of Ramsey, preferably 

using GIS data or aerial photographs similar to those on Google Earth or a similar program. This 

map should be sized appropriately so that distinct blocks or neighborhoods are discernable, but 

not so large as to show an overwhelming level of detail. Wayfinding features and labels such as 

street names and important structures should be included as appropriate. Once the map has 

been produced, community members are asked to place stickers on the map indicating their 

preferences for housing development in the community. For example, one type of sticker can 

represent places where people would like to see new housing, while another type of sticker can 

represent places where people would not like new development. Alternatively, one type of 

sticker can represent single-family detached housing while another represents denser multi-

family development, in conjunction with additional materials demonstrating typical developments 

of each type similar to those used for a Visual Preference Survey. If possible, participants can 

also be asked to show where they live or work in the community to improve staff understanding 

of the results. 

  

Staff have considerable discretion regarding the execution of this strategy including the location 

and timing of map availability; careful consideration should be taken to ensure accessibility for 

community members and quality of response. For example, posting a map outside the City 

municipal building with little promotion is likely to generate a relatively modest response. 

Instead, staff should actively engage with the community by bringing this activity to them at 

community celebrations, local school events, or popular shopping areas. It may be beneficial to 

have staff on hand to answer questions and, if possible, collect additional information from 

respondents to supplement their indicated preferences. 
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Living Room Meetings 

Living Room Meetings are a method of community engagement with smaller groups and more 

individual participation. City staff, elected officials, and other local stakeholders should select a 

topic for discussion reflecting the needs of the community and input from community members. 

Living Room Meetings are best suited for more broad topics like comprehensive plan updates, 

where general direction setting is appropriate; they are less appropriate where established 

procedures are already in place, such as the consideration of an individual development 

application. Once a topic has been selected, staff should then create schedule availability for a 

defined period of time, usually a few weeks or months. 

  

Community members are then given the opportunity to gather a small group of people and 

provide a space for a meeting with the stakeholders where the topic will be discussed. Though 

there is no limit to attendance, smaller groups of around twelve or fewer are preferred for ease 

of conversation. This method derives its name from the intimate setting provided by one’s home, 

but other venues such as coffee shops, schools, or places of worship may also be appropriate 

for this type of engagement. Though staff may offer municipal conference spaces for this 

purpose, community members should be given the opportunity to select a venue that maximizes 

accessibility and comfort. 

  

The purpose of the Living Room Meeting is to facilitate direct communication between 

stakeholders and community members; for this to be effective, information must flow in both 

directions. For example, staff can provide subject matter expertise or procedural information as 

appropriate to community members, who gain valuable information about the topic. In turn, 

community members can ask questions and provide feedback regarding the benefits or 

detriments of a proposal. City staff and elected officials can incorporate this feedback in their 

preparation for and consideration of the topic. Though the procession of the discussion may 

vary based on the circumstances of the topic, in principle all community members should be 

given at least one opportunity to speak during a Living Room Meeting. 

  

Housing Development Tours 

Trends in housing development evolve over time as a result of economic forces, often resulting 

in a mismatch of preferences between developers and homebuyers. The City of Ramsey’s 

housing stock is largely rooted in single-family homes on larger lots that, though constructed 

mainly during the 20th century, remain popular in the community today. However, more recent 

economic trends have seen a transition toward development of large multifamily housing, 

including in suburban and rural communities similar to Ramsey. Though City staff should 

continue to seek input from community members regarding the vision for future housing 

development in Ramsey, they should also seek to educate community members about the 

benefits of these denser developments and its potential effect on the larger community. 

  

One way to do so is to directly expose them to developments that have already been 

constructed by arranging tours. As City staff anticipates the proposal of a particular type of 

housing that is new to their community, they can seek out examples where it has already been 

constructed in similar communities nearby. Staff should then contact officials from that 
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community or the development itself to arrange an opportunity to see the development. This 

may be organized in a progressive manner; for example, City staff would first visit the 

development themselves to determine its appropriateness as a demonstration. They could then 

arrange a second tour for elected officials who may be interested to see what kinds of proposals 

they can expect to consider. Another tour could then be arranged, if permitted by the hosting 

community, for interested citizens who are unfamiliar with denser housing developments; 

alternatively, photos or videos showing the development could be made available for those who 

are unable to participate in a tour. The specific implementation of this strategy can vary based 

on the needs and limitations of the communities involved, but creating opportunities for 

community members to see different types of housing can improve the quality of discussion 

when considering similar developments in their own communities. 

 

Boulder, Colorado15 

Code for America is an organization that works with government entities to design technology 

and processes that work for constituents. Code for America and the City of Boulder worked 

together to build positive strategies to engage residents in Housing Boulder, the City’s 

affordable housing strategy. The purpose of the plan is to build in greater transparency and 

utilize tools to engage underrepresented groups in the community. Some of these strategies 

may be helpful in engaging with the community, working through difficult conversations around 

the balance between different types of development, and maintaining the rural feel in the City of 

Ramsey. 

 

The major goals for Housing Boulder include creating multi-way dialogue, rather than 

exclusively one-way dialogue, as well as creating an engagement strategy that can be used for 

other matters besides housing. Approaches outlined in the plan focus on defining the desired 

constituency, providing information that is accessible and authentic, and using a diversity of 

channels to communicate, both offline and online, that meet a variety of needs. In addition, the 

plan calls for ‘useful feedback loops’ that are effective in communicating the value of 

engagement and participation. Code for America interviewed the Planning Department, as well 

as the community, which helped reveal helpful information for formulating an engagement plan. 

Interviews with the Planning Department found that though the planning department collected 

feedback from the public, they did not make it a standard practice to inform the community 

about how their feedback was used. Other significant findings from the interviews revealed that 

only a select group of residents were participating in current processes, and the information 

shared on the website was difficult to navigate. 

 

In the interviews, community members shared that they do not have a complete grasp on how 

the City Council functions, how planning processes work, and if their participation is considered 

in decision-making, feeling that they have little influence on outcomes. Following these 

responses, Code for America made recommendations regarding the importance of 

understanding who makes up your community, and goal setting to measure effectiveness of 

outreach efforts. Examples of clear goals may include: 

                                                
15  “Engage the community to shape a new affordable housing strategy,” Code for America, 

https://www.codeforamerica.org/how-tos/engage-community-to-shape-new-housing-strategy  

https://www.codeforamerica.org/how-tos/engage-community-to-shape-new-housing-strategy
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● By the Spring of 2018, increase targeted participation by 50% 

● At upcoming workshops and planning meetings, achieve increased participation from 

residents under the age of 40 

● Hold meetings in or near underrepresented neighborhoods with at least 30 residents 

 

To effectively reach underrepresented groups, the plan recommends building partnerships with 

organizations that are already involved with the community. Partnerships are key in expanding 

the reach of local government. Some signs of success may include that your participants are 

representative of the community as a whole, and are relationships are being built with other 

community groups. 

 

City of Port Phillip, Australia16 

Another valuable resource comes from a community in Australia, and speaks to the challenges 

they have faced in moving forward with contested housing proposals. The plan is from the City 

of Port Phillip, a predominantly white town of around 100,000 people right outside Melbourne, a 

city of five million. Some key messages included to pursue engagement through both formal 

and informal means. Informal meetings may occur in the given neighborhood, and  include 

having conversations with key neighbors of proposed affordable housing development. Other 

recommendations included seeing past the initial response, and working with affordable housing 

developers that are interested in partnership to educate the community, and work to address 

stigma. Housing developers are encouraged to develop neighborhood protocol and plan how 

they will address community concerns in a cooperative manner. 

 

Also, the report discusses the significance of post occupancy surveys. The research used for 

the report suggests that after community housing, or what would be called affordable housing in 

the United States, is built, many neighbors have positive responses. This research can 

potentially prepare a community for future developments. There are additional engagement 

strategies in this section that also offer strategies of humanizing residents of affordable housing, 

and building bridges between new and existing residents. Though these engagement strategies 

offer simple and straightforward guidelines, it is to important to have predetermined values and 

approaches when contentious issues are confronted. In order to navigate future discussions and 

disagreements around new housing development, we recommend that Ramsey develop specific 

protocol and best practices.  

 

Conclusion 

High quality community engagement requires the use of multiple strategies that vary in scale 

and participation level. Different residents and stakeholders have different preferences and 

constraints that inform how they can be engaged effectively in a particular process. For 

example, a person’s income, work schedule, or household status may greatly affect their ability 

to attend a traditional public meeting held at a community center on a weekday evening. Other 

                                                
16 “Community Engagment and Community Housing,” City of Port Phillip, 

http://www.portphillip.vic.gov.au/Final_report_version_4_Sep09_(3).pdf  

http://www.portphillip.vic.gov.au/Final_report_version_4_Sep09_(3).pdf
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engagement strategies should be employed alongside traditional methods to provide more 

opportunities for participation and ensure accurate representation of the entire community. 

 

Though City staff and elected officials may set an agenda and bring particular recommendations 

depending on the issue at hand, engagement also requires that community members are given 

the opportunity to provide feedback and make their preferences heard. The appropriate flow of 

information between staff members, decision makers, and community members depends largely 

on the topic for discussion. In this context, the City of Ramsey is seeking to engage residents in 

the development of a community-wide Housing Plan. As such, engagement strategies should 

encourage residents to voice their preferences regarding the long-term direction of housing 

development in the community. City staff and elected officials may wish to educate community 

members regarding various types of housing and how they may fit in the community. Overall, 

the results of this engagement should inform the development of future policies shaping housing 

development in Ramsey. 

 

In contrast with the overall Housing Plan is the consideration of individual development 

proposals as they seek approval from the City. These instances often involve a public hearing; 

though they may seem to have a more tangible impact on the makeup of Ramsey’s housing 

stock, it is often more appropriate to discuss the proposal’s compliance with City ordinances and 

policies rather than the overall direction of housing development in the community. Again, the 

ordinances and policies applied during consideration of an individual proposal for housing 

development should be shaped by the combined results of the overall Housing Plan and the 

engagement conducted to inform its guidance. 



Appendix: Housing Engagement Plan Dot Map Exercise 

Shunhua Bai, Andrew Degerstrom, Adrienne Gemheart, Alex Kohlhaas, 
Casey Lauderdale, Olivia Schneider 

Goal of the Dot Map Exercise 
The purpose of the dot map exercise is to gather information from residents about what 
type of development should occur where (if at all) in Ramsey.  This exercise can 
capture information on a few fronts.  First, it can provide a measure of consensus on 
where new development should be located.  Second, it can provide insight into what 
types of housing are acceptable to residents.  Third, it can show us if there are any 
overarching trends between where people live and what development preferences they 
have.  The anonymous nature of the exercise can allow residents to state their 
preferences truthfully and without pressure. City staff and elected officials can use the 
results to inform policy decisions, in this case related to housing preferences. For 
example, a resident may indicate a heavy preference for denser housing development 
on one particular block or area in town. City staff could then conduct a zoning study of 
the area to determine its appropriateness for this type of development and potentially 
recommend a zoning change to elected officials to codify this preference. Similarly, 
community members could indicate a strong preference for less dense housing, which 
could inform City staff as they consider design standards for new development in their 
community.  

Description of the Exercise 
The exercise involves posting a satellite image map with labeled roads in the MURP 
lab, a highly trafficked area for MURP students.  In our demonstration we asked MURP 
students to stand in as Ramsey residents and place one or more colored dots on the 
map to represent their preferences for a) the location of new development and b) the 
desired type of new development.  Though we acknowledge MURP students will likely 
have very different preferences from Ramsey residents, our desire was to simulate the 
potential for interaction and information gathering. 

We placed the map in the MURP lab for one week from Tuesday, November 14th to 
Tuesday, November 21st.  During this time, a total of 64 dots were placed on the map in 
the distribution shown below.  

Color Meaning Total Number 

Green Single-family housing 22 

Yellow Multi-family housing 21 

Purple No housing 21 

After we removed the map from the MURP lab, we inspected the results in attempt to 
interpret the preferences of respondents. The final step will be typing a short analysis to 
share with the class so they may know the results of the engagement strategy. 



Review of Information Gathered 
The results of this exercise indicated that residents were primarily concerned with 
potential development near the COR in the southern part of Ramsey. This included 
much of the preference for multi-family housing; 14 of the 21 yellow stickers were 
located near the COR or along Highway 10. Denser mixed-use and multi-family 
residential developments have begun to fill this part of town but much of the land 
remains ready for development. 

However, others indicated their preference for single-family housing development or no 
housing development in this area. Preference for multi-family housing development was 
otherwise scattered through northern and western parts of Ramsey, with smaller 
clusters near Ramsey Elementary School and Elmcrest Park. 

Another trend emerged concerning areas where respondents wanted to prevent 
development. Many purple stickers were placed along the City’s borders on the 
Mississippi and Rum Rivers, near other water features in the City, and near open areas 
such as parks. Finally, green stickers indicating preference for single-family 
development were spread out across the northern and central areas of the city. This 
may indicate support for the City’s existing land uses as many of these areas are 
already relatively built-up with single-family housing on large lots. 



Summary of the Activity and Proposed Revisions 

Though implementation of this pilot demonstration in Ramsey could yield useful 
information, its scope is relatively limited in its current form. Several changes could be 
made to improve the quality of results. First, we only placed the map in one place for a 
relatively short period of time. Implementing this strategy in a variety of locations such 
as libraries, grocery stores, coffee shops, and sporting events and for a longer period 
could increase the quantity and quality of results.  

In addition, we only gave respondents three discrete preferences to choose from; the 
scope of the project could be expanded to allow respondents to indicate more nuanced 
preferences. For example, different colored stickers could be used to indicate other land 
uses besides housing, or to show a wider variety of housing types. Alternatively, 
respondents could be asked to provide more information about themselves by placing a 
sticker where they live and using string to connect their residence to their indicated 
preferences. In our pilot implementation, we have no way to collect information about 
the respondents themselves. 

These suggestions have assumed a relatively hands-off approach regarding staff 
involvement; however, this strategy could be implemented with staff on hand to facilitate 
and gather additional information. For example, community members may be drawn to 
the interactive visual of the map, after which staff could ask respondents to fill out a 
more traditional survey to gather more detailed information. 




