The Art of Communication

Common sense tips for how to engage with the public without stepping in it.

By Kate Dufour, Director, Advocacy & Communications

For some, public speaking comes naturally. For others,
however, the thought of addressing a large group of con-
cerned citizens, responding to a media inquiry, or sitting
down to compose an email, is as comforting as a visit
to the dentist..no offense to our endodontists. Howev-
er, like it or not, a large part of an elected official’s role
is wrapped up in communications. Municipal leaders
are expected to address fellow select board and coun-
cil members, residents, and business owners, as well as
municipal employees and volunteers. While everyone is
entitled and encouraged to develop their own style of en-
gagement, what follows are a few tips to avoid getting
into too much hot water.

The Basics. Communication comes in three forms, two
of which are the obvious forms, oral and written. In both
cases, the same set of rules apply, which revolve around
the need to be factual, informative, clear, and easily di-
gested by the greatest number of residents in the commu-
nity. Additionally, municipal leaders should be thoughtful
when speaking or crafting memos, emails, texts, or social
media posts. While the advice to think before you speak
or hit send is easy to provide, implementation, especially
when tensions are running high, can be difficult. Simply
stated, never put into writing anything you would feel
uncomfortable seeing above the fold of a daily newspa-
per, having your mother see on a local news broadcast, or
better yet needing to defend in a court of law.

The third form of communication is body language.
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"An Elected Official's Survival Guide." In this series
MMA staff will provide the advice, tips and tools
elected officials need to fulfill their roles and to be
prepared for the challenges that await.

Even if you are not speaking or writing, your body is
telling many stories, and if you have a proclivity to speak
with your hands, as | do, those hands are telling a far
more involved story, all of which can be prone to misin-
terpretation. Sitting in council chambers with your arms
crossed may send the message that you are bored with
the topic at hand, even if you are just getting comfort-
able. While that odd smirk on your face may be related
that to the meme you read before coming to the select
board meeting, it could suggest that you find the topic at
hand trivial or unimportant.

The best advice on this issue comes from a very wise
woman, who before any social event informs her husband
that throughout the entirety of the event, he is to remind
his face that he is having a good time. In other words, be
cognizant of the story your body is telling.

Rules of Communication. While the following rules of
communication can be amended to better suit your style,
from the perspective of an advocate for municipal gov-
ernment interests, and a city councilor, there are four that
top the list.

Be Yourself. You've been elected to office, therefore it
is clear that someone other than immediate family mem-
bers have confidence in your abilities, and more impor-
tantly trust that you will do the best you can for the com-
munity. If you are a nerd, bring on the charts, graphs, and
pocket protectors. If you are funny, use humor...trust me,
toward the end of a three-hour meeting, we can all use
a chuckle. You are better at being yourself than anyone
else. Just do it.

Be Unpopular. This is the toughest of the bunch. Re-
member that it is okay to have a difference of opinion

on an issue. Articulate your position, the reason for dis-
agreement, and to the extent possible, offer suggestions
At times it is
going to be difficult, | mean...who doesn’t want to be pop-
ular, but it is important to stand your ground, politely and
constructively, that is.

for reaching a common ground solution.




Be Reliable. If you promise to get back to someone, do
so. Routinely check in and respond to letters, calls and
emails from staff and residents. If you don’t know the an-
swer, say so and find someone who does. Being reliable is
directly tied to credibility and trust.

Be Kind. Although someone may be shaking the pa-
tience right out of you, remember that everyone has a
story to tell and a need to be heard, regardless of wheth-
er it is the first or tenth time you've heard the story. Be
kind to municipal staff, worried or nervous residents and
neighbors, and most importantly, be kind to yourself. We
all make mistakes. Just apologize, learn, and move on.

Chain of Communications Policies. Even when you've
taken control of, or at the very least notice, your body lan-
guage, and have put into practice your rules of commu-
nication, sometimes it may be necessary to adopt select
board or council policies that clearly spell out the chain
of communication. These policies can be crafted to put
into place different procedures depending on the required
response.

Response to a Resident’s Question. For example, when
responding to a question from a resident who is seeking
your opinion on an issue, it can be a free for all, no holds
barred process, where you are welcome to share your per-
sonal opinion. It is important however, when asked for
information, rather than an opinion, such as the date of
the town meeting, that your information is accurate.

Response to a Crisis. There may be times when it is
all hands-on deck, and information needs to get out as
quickly as possible, such as an emergency road closing or
a flood warning. In this case, all elected officials could be
called on to get the same message out to as many people
as possible.

Response to a Controversial Issue. In other cases, how-
ever, to protect the interests of the community, it might
be that a single person, whether the mayor, board chair,
lead staff member or municipal attorney, is designated
as the key contact. This will ensure that the same infor-
mation is being provided by the same individual. This is
of particular importance when addressing a disciplinary
or legal action.

Broad-based Outreach. In the absence of the perfect
communication tool that reaches and appeals to each
resident in our towns and cities, it is important that mu-
nicipal leaders use multiple avenues for engaging the
public in conversations, discussions, and debates. Elected
leaders do their best work when broad based feedback
is considered in the process of developing programs, ser-
vices and solutions that meet the needs and desires of
the community. One of the toughest roles of a municipal
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leader is reaching out to those in our communities that
are less likely to share their opinion; read the silent ma-
jority.

For that reason, municipal officials should turn to a mix
of resources including newspapers, newsletters and bulle-
tin boards, emails and websites, and podcasts, posts, and
tweets. While there are potential pitfalls associated with
the use of each of these tools, communication policies,
thoughtfulness, and care can ensure that these tools are
used effectively and responsibly.

Best Practices. It should come as no surprise that we
live in a society that wants what it wants, when it wants
it. We all want immediate access to answers, details, and
information. However, avoid the temptation! While time-
ly information is of utmost importance, the intel shared
must be accurate, informative, and useful. Rushing to a
response can generate more confusion, the need to recall
information, and erosion of trust and credibility. Take a
breather, reread the question, do the research, and get the
response right the first time around.

Finally, while much of the advice pro-
vided above falls in the category of common sense, it

Disclaimer.

may be the case that when adopting communication
policies or seeking to implement the use of more tech-
nically advanced tools, legal review might be warrant-
ed. To that end, municipal officials are encouraged
to reach out to MMA’s Legal Service Department at
legal@memun.org. s&
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MMA Communications

In addition to letters, memos, and emails...oh
my..MMA communicates with its members in a
variety of different ways. What follows are avenues
for municipal officials to keep up to date on the
latest legal, risk management, health, training, and
legislative issues.

MMA's Website (www.memun.org) provides
on-demand access to information on all programs
and services, including updates on the latest mu-
nicipal news, training opportunities, Legal Ser-
vices' guides, notes, and manuals, as well as access
to the many services provided by MMA's Risk Man-
agement Services, including, but not limited to,
mandatory claim reporting.

Maine Municipal Employees Health Trust's web-
site (www.mmeht.org) provides members with in-
formation on health, dental, vison and life insur-
ance, income protection and long-term disability
products, as well as access to employee wellness
and health promotion tools, including the Employ-
ee Assistance Program.

MMA keeps the lines of communication open
via several print and electronic publications, which
can be accessed on the website via the Advocacy
& Communications or Risk Management tabs, and
on the Health Trust website.

e Maine Town & City magazine.

e The Municipal Risk Manager.

* Wellness Works Newsletter.

e The RMS Express.

« MMA Today Newsletter.

» Legislative Bulletin.

» Federal Issues Paper.

e Municipal Directory.

» Best Practices for Elected Officials.

e Local Government in Maine.

MMA has also embraced new technology. While
we won't be posting reels to an Instagram account
anytime soon, the avant-garde among us can keep
up to date on the latest news via the Potholes &
Politics Podcast, Facebook and on the platform for-
merly known as Twitter (@Maine_Municipal).

FOLLOW US!

Ak www.memun.org

f www.facebook.com/MaineMunicipal

. @Maine_Municipal
. @memun_advocacy

Tips for Dealing with the Press

“Oh dear, why is the press here,” is a statement,
or version thereof, that is sometimes uttered
when suddenly the beat reporter for the local or
regional newspaper steps into council or board
chambers or makes an electronic appearance on
a Zoom meeting. As anyone who has been mis-
quoted—or has completely lost memory of the
information provided to an inquiring reporter,
only to be reminded via attribution for an oddly
phrased statement—can attest, practice makes
perfect. To that end, the first time can be a little
challenging and depending on the issue, time of
day, and mood, it is also possible to stumble on
your 50th request for a quote. Fear not, for what
follows are steps you can take and tips to keep in
mind when dealing with the media.

Establish Background Relationships. Get to
know your newspaper's reporter. Reach out to let
them know why you ran for office, the issues of
greatest importance to you and what process you
intend to use when making decisions. This will
provide an opportunity to educate on the issues
facing your community, and while reporters will
not print everything you say or focus specifically
on your point of view, having that information
ahead of time can help avoid misunderstandings
and lead to the publication of well-informed ar-
ticles.

Clarify Statements as Official or Personal.
When asked for a quote on an issue make cer-
tain that the reporter understands whether you
are speaking on behalf of the board or council, or
if you are sharing your personal perspective on
the issue. There is nothing wrong with speaking
your mind, however providing that level of clar-
ity will help the reporter set up the correct narra-
tive on an issue.

Be Transparent. In a society replete with arm-
chair attorneys, psychologists, and policy ex-
perts, remember that controversy sells newspa-
pers and that the public is watching your every
move. Avoid making off the record comments,
and if you do misspeak, own your mistake, cor-
rect the record, make apologies, and move on.

Reporters are Generalists. Above all else, re-
member that reporters are human beings as-
signed to cover a variety of municipal issues,
with very little time to dig into the varied specif-
ics. Additionally, daily deadlines can contribute
to error rates, as can access to limited staff and
other resources.
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