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INTRODUCTION 

 
Citizens have a right to know how their governments are spending and managing money. 
Individual citizens may want to know only about specific things. Others are likely to want to 
know, "everything." Many will have only general concerns, saying that taxes are too high or that 
services are not satisfactory. Communications with citizens can create trust. People sometimes 
only need to know that they have been heard and understood. But if it appears that public 
administrators and/or elected political leaders are hiding something (or just don't care) that can 
lead to a downward spiral of distrust and anger. Some people will always be unhappy and/or 
angry. But communications can help create a positive cycle of satisfaction and trust.  
 
Dr. Menifield emphasizes the use of visual graphics to communicate numerical data. I think that 
the use of visuals can be helpful to some people. To others, visuals may not help. People want 
to know what they want to know; not necessarily what administrators and leaders what to 
share. It is of course difficult to spend time with individuals and small groups and to listen to 
them and respond to them personally. It is more efficient to produce written reports and 
attractive media to make available to the masses.  
 
Websites, newsletters and annual reports can be valuable ways to communicate to citizens and 
other stakeholders. There are technical people who specialize in the information to be 
communicated through reports and other media; and there are "artsy" people who specialize in 
the organization and appearance of reports and other media. "Artists" are not often drawn into 
the study of and practice of public administration. But government needs artists and other 
creative professionals. An attractive presentation is likely to be used. Too many government 
reports are not used, in part because they are not attractive and do not communicate 
information effectively.  
 
I am not advocating the production and distribution of propaganda. Effective propaganda 
makes use of a combination of words and visuals and can be very "effective" in shaping 
people's minds. It is one thing to communicate information effectively. It is one thing to 
advertise a product or service. Effective propaganda uses fears and other emotions to 
manipulate the minds of individuals and masses of people. Words and images are potentially 
more powerful than bombs. The literature on memes is relevant. Memes can "go viral" through 
modern social media. I do not mean to suggest that people involved in public budgeting 
commonly engage in propaganda. But everyone involved in communicating about a unit of 
government or a department within a government seeks to present things in the best possible 
light. Communications about a place or a government or a department can be truthful if not 
entirely positive. The acknowledgement of problems and imperfections can help build trust 
with the public. Public budgeting is about both the present and the future. It is about the 
present reality and some kind of future vision. An effective communication of budgetary 



information can and should include both. Of course we have problems. But surely we have 
some strengths and potentials also.  
 
Most cities and other units of government in the United States produce an annual report 
(including budgetary data) every year. This is called a Comprehensive Annual Financial Report, 
commonly called a, "CAFR." Notice under "Media Links" below that the sample CAFR of Onawa, 
Iowa is very simple, in contrast to that of the Nashville Metro Government. But they follow 
basically the same format and include much of the same information. The Nashville Metro 
Government is more complex, of course. 
 
So, budgetary communications are not just about graphs and pie charts. It is about the 
meaningful communication of information to citizens and others, including words, numbers and 
images.  
 

READING ASSIGNMENT 

 
Menifield Chapter 8: Effectively Communicating Data 
  

MEDIA LINKS 

 
Comprehensive annual financial report (Wikipedia.org) 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comprehensive_annual_financial_report 
 
CAFR of the City of Onawa, Iowa for fiscal year ending June 30, 2012 
http://gfoa.net/cafr/COA2012/OnawaIA.pdf 
 
CAFR of the Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County 2018 
https://www.nashville.gov/Portals/0/SiteContent/Finance/docs/CAFR/CAFR%202018.pdf 
 
Propaganda (Wikipedia.org) 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Propaganda 
 
Meme (Wikipedia.org) 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meme 
 
City of Wayne, Nebraska 
https://www.cityofwayne.org/ 
 
Metro Government of Nashville 
https://www.nashville.gov/ 
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