
 
 
 
February 12, 2017 
 
TO ALL UTILITY COMMISSION MEMBERS: 
  GERRY WARNER 
  BOB MULLEN 
  DAN CASEY 
  PAT BECKER 
 
This is to inform you that there will be a Utility Commission Meeting on February 21, 2018 at 2:00 
p.m. in the Administrator’s office at the Civic Center.  
 
        AMENDED AGENDA 

1. Call to order 
2. Adoption of agenda 
3. Approval of previous commission meeting minutes (January 3, 2018) 
4. Approval of bills and disbursements – January 2018 
5. Public Comment 
6. Letter of Appreciation to Jerry Frey 
7. E 4th Street Project Update 
8. Miscellaneous Projects 
9. 3RD Quarter 2017 Financial Report 
10. Communication Plan 
11. Staff Reports 
12. Communications and miscellaneous correspondence 
13. Closed Session per Wis. Stat. 19.85(1)(g)(c) 

a.  E. 4th Street Utilities/Infrastructure  
b.  Additional Staff Compensation 
c. Electric Superintendent Agreement 

14. Adjourn 
 

 
 
 
 

Mike Darrow 
Utility Manager 

 
 
 
A majority of the members of the New Richmond City Council may be present at the above meeting.   
 
Pursuant to State ex rel. Badke v. Greendale Village Board, 173 Wis. 2d 553, 494 N.W. 2nd  408 (1993) such attendance may be considered a meeting of the 
City Council and must be noticed as such, although the Council will not take action at this meeting.        
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TO:  Utility Commission 
 
FROM: Mike Darrow, Utility Manager/City Administrator 

Noah Wiedenfeld, Management Analyst 
Rae Ann Ailts, Finance Director 
   

DATE: February 20, 2018 
 
RE:   Communication Plan 
 
 
Background 
 
Staff will provide an overview of the attached Communication Plan for the City of New 
Richmond.  The overview will highlight why and how the document was created, current 
communication practices, evaluation of service delivery and future recommendations.  
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RECOGNITION 
Special thanks to the following staff members for their involvement with the 
development of this document: 

 

Lori Brinkman 
Matt Brown 

Pat Howell 
Maureen Levesque 

Jason Noel 

Debbie Powers 
Jim VanderWyst  

Noah Wiedenfeld 

 
 

BACKGROUND 
Strategic communication is more important today than ever before. Businesses, 

non-profit  organizat ions, and public sector organizat ions are all very interested in 
seeking ways to not only reach and engage with a larger audience, but to also 

improve customer service and strengthen their respective organizat ional brand.  
 

Specifically for the City of New Richmond, high-quality customer service is 

crit ical in order to best serve the cit izens of our community. Over the years, there 
have been several changes in the way that we communicate with the public. 

For example, more cit izens want to make payments and easily find information 

online, social media has become an increasingly important communication 
method as compared to the tradit ional weekly newspaper, and there are 

greater expectations from cit izens for t ransparency, efficiency, and quality 
services. The heart of great customer service is great communication.  

 

 

HOW THIS DOCUMENT WAS CREATED 
A working group consist ing of representatives from various departments met on 

three occasions in the fall of 2017. Addit ionally, they reviewed draft materials 

and shared ideas and feedback via e-mail communication. The draft plan was 
presented to department supervisors for addit ional feedback, and then shared 

with all City employees. Implementation will begin in January 2018. 
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COMMUNICATION BASICS 
With whom do we communicate? What are their wants and expectations? 
 

One of the unique challenges and opportunit ies for the City of New Richmond in 

regards to communication is the fact that City staff interact with such a wide 
array of external stakeholders. The working group brainstormed several 

stakeholder examples not with the intent of developing an all-inclusive list , but 
for the purpose of better recognizing and understanding who we communicate 

with on a daily basis and what their needs are. Examples include: voters, 

business owners, library patrons, ut ility customers, sales representatives and 
vendors, campground visitors, taxpayers, contractors, civic and non-profit  

organizat ions, other municipalit ies, educational inst itutions, emergency services 

agencies and first  responders, state and federal agencies, pet owners, online 
visitors (via the website, social media, etc.), students, and site selectors. This 

extensive list  doesn’t even begin to include other differences such as age (e.g. 
older adults visit ing the senior center versus children attending the library’s 

summer reading program), length of residency (e.g. a new family versus a 

lifelong resident), primary language spoken, etc. nor does it  identify internal 
means of communication between City staff members, such as daily emails, 

department meetings, etc. 

 
Regardless of the stakeholder or the “hat” which they might wear at any given 

t ime, the working group identified several common stakeholder desires and 
expectations, including but not limited to the following: accurate and prompt 

information, staff who are knowledgeable and have a respectful demeanor, 

staff who are approachable and willing to listen, direction as to how to 
complete a task, access to clear and easy-to-understand information, and 

t imely action to address a problem or concern with a sat isfactory outcome.  
These expectations were later used to help develop the communication 

principles and objectives identified later in this document. 

 

 
Photo Above: Citizens share concerns and ask questions at one of several public open 

house meetings held prior to the reconstruction of North Shore Drive in 2016. 
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CURRENT PERFORMANCE 
How do we currently communicate? What are our strengths and weaknesses? 
 

Communication professionals may debate in academic literature about how 

many types, forms, or categories of communication in fact exist . However, for 
the purpose of this document, the working group focused on three general 

categories – verbal, written/visual, non-verbal – and discussed some of the City 
of New Richmond’s current practices in order to identify strengths and possible 

opportunit ies for improvement. 

 
First , using the three categories, the working group identified several means by 

which the City of New Richmond communicates. 

 

Verbal 

One-on-one meetings, phone conversat ions, presentations, public meetings 
 

Written/Visual 

Email, text messages, social media posts, newspaper art icles, letters, website, 
memos, door hangers, signage, bills and bill inserts, e-newsletters, PowerPoints 

 

Non-verbal 
Dress, body language, posture, attentiveness, facial expressions, tone 

 
 

 

The working group then proceeded to identify some corresponding strengths 
and weaknesses. 

 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Letters Mailed to Cit izens 
In-Person Customer Service 

Public Open Houses 

Active Part icipation in the Community 
Social Media Presence 

Relat ionship with Local Media 

Phone System 
Identification for Employees 

Clothing for Employees in the Field 

City Website (Ease of Use) 
Consistent Branding 

Self-Awareness of Non-Verbal Cues 
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COMMUNICATION PRINCIPLES 
What guiding values serve as the foundation for how we communicate? 
 

 We serve our community. 

 
 We show respect to everyone. 

 
 We are open to feedback and new ideas. 

 

 We embrace transparency. 
 

 We listen and empathize with others. 

 
 We are responsive to cit izens’ needs.  

 

 

 

 

COMMUNICATION OBJECTIVES 
What do we hope to accomplish through effective communication? 
 

 Increase community engagement. 
 

 Reinforce credibility and trust. 

 
 Promote and enhance active listening skills. 

 

 Develop a consistent message and culture. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 



6 
 

GUIDELINES 
What best practices should be followed?  
 

Meetings 
 Reserve meeting space in advance. 
 Arrive early and come prepared. 

 Make introductions if not everyone knows one another. 
 Start and end meetings on-t ime, and have a clear purpose or agenda. 

 Clearly identify next action steps moving forward. 

 

Phone Conversations 
 Listen carefully and be empathetic. 

 Use a consistent greeting for external calls (e.g. Good morning, City of 
New Richmond, this is Mike, how may I help you?) 

 Keep voicemail messages short. State your name and phone number at 
the beginning and again at the end of the message. Propose a t ime or 

t imes when the recipient can call back, to avoid “phone tag.” 

 Return missed phone calls within 24 hours. 
 

Email 
 Use a clear, direct subject line so the reader knows the topic. 
 Refrain from using “reply all” unless you believe it’s very important for all 

recipients to receive the email. 
 Use a signature block that is consistent with all other City employees, 

including font, type size, color, and order of information. 

 Use a professional greeting (e.g. Hi Mike) and closing (e.g. Thank you) 
 Limit the use of exclamation points, CAPS LOCK, colored text , etc. 

 Be conscious of tone to avoid any misunderstandings or misinterpretations. 
 Respond to all email messages within 48 hours. 

 

Press Releases 
 Use official letterhead. 

 Address the most essential facts in the first  paragraph. 

 When sending to the media, use a personal greeting line and do not show 
the distribut ion list . 

 Clearly identify the contact information for the primary media contact, 
either at the top or bottom of the page in a larger, bold text. 

 

Letters 
 Use official letterhead and follow a basic business letter format, including 

a signature. 
 Receive approval from the City Administrator before mailing the letter. 
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Social Media 
 Use first  person plural (We) rather than “The City…” 

 Photos are worth a thousand words. One high quality photo is better than 
a lot of text. Posts should be kept short – 2 to 3 sentences is ideal. Longer 

text, such as a press release, should instead refer readers to a hyperlink. 

 Recognize that most readers are viewing social media platforms from their 
mobile device, and do not want to read mult iple pages of content. 

 Cross-post ing on mult iple platforms should only be done occasionally, not 

as the norm. Separate platforms are designed with separate uses in mind. 
 Sharing updates, job post ings, event information, or promotions for other 

organizat ions or businesses is st rongly discouraged if the City is not a 
partner or otherwise connected to the event, so as not to become an 

advert ising venue. Exceptions include large community-wide events, such 

as the annual Fun Fest celebrat ion or Park Art Fair. 
 Profile and cover photos should be updated on a quarterly basis. 

 Do not post photos of children without parental permission. Schools also 
have strict media guidelines and discourage sharing of photos of students. 

 Bursts – post ing several updates within minutes of each other – are one of 

the most significant factors in unfollowing, and thus should be avoided. 
 Hashtags are shown to decrease engagement on Facebook, and should 

instead be used solely on Twitter. 

 Tagging businesses or organizat ions (e.g. sharing a photo from a ribbon 
cutt ing ceremony) is encouraged to increase engagement. 

 There should not be separate Facebook pages for events or programs 
(e.g. Public Power Week, National Night Out) or places (e.g. Mary Park). 

Instead, an event should be created on the main Facebook account. 

 Social media posts should include original, high resolut ion photographs 
(minimum 500 kb) with a horizontal layout. Photos should be interest ing 

and unique; photos from the back of a room showing the backs of 

peoples’ heads or a person speaking at a podium should be avoided. 
 In general, no more than three posts should be made on Facebook per 

day. Posts should be spread out so that they are at least two hours apart. 
 Social media posts are subject to open records requests, and thus, a 

record should be kept of incoming and outgoing information. 

 The creation of new social media accounts (e.g. a new Facebook page 
for New Richmond Ut ilit ies) is st rongly discouraged beyond the exist ing 

accounts for the Friday Memorial Library, New Richmond Fire & Rescue, 
New Richmond Police Department, and the City of New Richmond. Also, 

sharing posts on behalf of other City accounts should only be done rarely. 

 Administrative oversight of social media accounts, including access to 
password and log-in information and the actual post ing of and replying to 

messages, should only be performed by two key staff members (one 

primary, one assistant).  
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Memos 
 All public meeting agenda items should have a corresponding memo. 

 All memos should use consistent letter head, font, and format. 
 Memos should include clear, concise, and logical content including 

relevant background information, t imeline, funding sources, and next 

steps or a recommendation. 
 

Website 
 Provide a similar experience for users, whether they are using a mobile 

device or a desktop computer. 

 Design clear, simple navigation that is easy to use. You can have a lot of 
information available on the website, but if doesn’t matter if users can’t 

find their way around it . 

 Ensure that all web content is accessible for people with disabilit ies.  
 

PowerPoints 
 All public meeting presentations should use a consistent background, 

font, colors, etc. unless it ’s determined that for st rategic purposes it  would 

be more advantageous to use something different. 
 There should generally be no more than three bullet points per slide. 

Content should be limited, and the presenter should not read the slides 

word-for-word, but rather use the slides as a complementary out line. 
 

Nonverbal 
 Be present during all internal and external meetings. There are many 

distract ions and stressors that can cause us to lose focus. Laptops, cell 

phones, and other technology should only be used if doing so relates to 
the agenda item being discussed. A meeting attendee’s body language 

and posture should show that he or she is interest ed and engaged. 

 Facial expressions, tone, eye contact, posture, and body language is 
arguably even more important than verbal communication. Subconscious 

actions such as crossing one’s arms, standing while others are sitt ing, or 
sit t ing at the head of the table can convey messages relat ing to power, 

sat isfaction, t rust, confidence, etc. While there aren’t necessarily universal 

best practices for some of these nonverbal communication skills, being 
aware of and practicing these skills is a best practice in and of itself. 
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EVALUATION 
How do we measure progress and success? 
 

One of the challenges with customer service in 

local government is developing ways to 
quantifiably measure performance. Municipalit ies 

frequently rely on anecdotal information to gauge 
whether or not they are meeting the needs of cit izens and providing good 

customer service. However, evaluating customer service based on the number 

of recent complaints received over the phone or small town hearsay is not a 
proactive approach to improvement.  

 

Municipalit ies can however look to many private sector businesses for examples 
of how to ut ilize metrics and key performance indicators to improve customer 

service. This isn’t  to suggest that local government doesn’t use metrics or 
comparisons. For example, the City of New Richmond monitors police and fire 

call volumes, new construct ion values, building permits, visits to the library, 

attendance at events, etc. and makes several comparisons with surrounding 
municipalit ies. But attempting to quantitatively evaluate how well a staff 

member delivered a presentation, spoke with a cit izen over the phone, 

answered a quest ion from a cit izen in the field, wrote an email response, or 
assisted a cit izen during an emergency situation can be difficult  in some 

circumstances given the sometimes subjective nature of customer service. 
Nonetheless, here are a few customer service performance indicators that 

could be ut ilized by the City of New Richmond: 

 
 Regular customer service sat isfaction surveys 

 
 Average response t ime (e.g. how long does it  take to reply to a phone 

call or email, how long does it  take for a first  responder to arrive on scene) 

 
 Average resolut ion t ime (e.g. how long does it  take from the response to 

when the issue is addressed/problem is solved, length of t ime to process 

an application) 
 

Addit ionally, valuable information could be collected through peer feedback 
and reviewing performance to determine whether or not we are succeeding in 

regards to our “1 call, 2 clicks” goal (by which cit izens find the information 

they’re looking for via one phone call or two clicks on the City website). 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
What are the strategies and implementation plan? 
 

Recommendation 1. Adopt consistent branding for visual and 

written means of communication, including but not limited to 
email signatures, memos, and PowerPoint presentations.  
 
Why: A strong brand is built  on clear posit ioning, a great story, and consistent 

action by its storytellers. The public image of the City of New Richmond is 

created and reinforced through consistent language and visuals. 
 

Action Steps: A small staff committee should be assembled in January 2018 to 

review the exist ing visual and written means of communication, and 
recommend any changes that should be made. Templates should be 

developed for all staff to ut ilize moving forward. 
 

Requirements: Branding takes buy-in from staff. Not everyone likes change and 

not everyone is going to like or agree upon a preferred layout or design, but for 
the betterment of the City, current inconsistencies should be eliminated. 

 

Recommendation 2. The City Clerk’s Office shall oversee all external 
communications including press releases, mailings, social media, public 

meeting notices, etc. External communications should be streamlined and 
orchestrated through this team for planning purposes, greater consistency, and 

a more strategic and proactive approach to communication.  
 
Why: Communications with a consistent look, feel, and voice are crit ically 

important. Also, with each department having so many projects and updates to 
be shared with the community (e.g. updates for social media, letters about 

street and ut ility projects, press releases, meeting notices) it  makes sense to have 

one primary team responsible for coordinating and overseeing these efforts. 
 

Action Steps: The City Clerk’s Office shall prepare a process and “master 

calendar” of sorts to coordinate all future communications. This does not mean 
that this team will be producing all materials, but rather that they will coordinate 

when each material is published to ensure that guidelines, deadlines, and goals 
are met and open meeting requirements are followed. 

 

Requirements: This recommendation will require buy-in from staff and a 
willingness to plan ahead in regards to when materials are published or posted. 
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Recommendation 3. All employees who attend public meetings and events 
(e.g. open houses, Chamber of Commerce Business after Five) should wear a 

professional name badge. All employees should also have a visible form of 
employee identification during normal business hours. 
 

Why: Name badges can create a more professional appearance and help 
create a culture that is focused on serving the public. 

 

Action Steps: A small committee should be established to review various styles 
and designs of name badges, and recommend one design to be purchased. 

 
Requirements: There is a fairly minimal cost for name badges. Staff must also be 

committed to wearing their name badge at these public functions. 

 

Recommendation 4. All employees should receive a copy of the City of New 

Richmond’s communication principles (found on page 5 of this document) to be 
laminated and placed at every desk and inside every City vehicle. 
 

Why: Prominently displaying these principles will contribute to creating a culture 
and a brand that is committed to high-quality customer service. 

 

Action Steps: Staff will print, laminate, and cut -out copies of the communication 
principles and give them to each department  supervisor to distribute. 

 
Requirements: There is a fairly minimal cost for the print ing and laminating. Like 

several of these other recommendations, this once again requires staff buy-in. 

 

Recommendation 5. Identify improvements that should be made to the City 

website, with a goal of implementing a substantial redesign in 2019. 
 
Why: I t ’s common practice to update a website every 3-4 years. The exist ing 

website is not accommodating for mobile devices or people with disabilit ies. 
 

Action Steps: A small focus group of cit izens should provide open and honest 

feedback about what features they like or don’t like about the exist ing website.  
A small committee of City staff should also discuss improvements along with 

reviewing websites from other municipalit ies. Changes or improvements that are 
identified should be included in the FY 2019 budget. 

 

Requirements: This will be a more t ime-consuming project that takes several 
meetings. There will also be a cost associated with upgrading the website. 

However, a strong website is necessary in order to provide high-quality customer 

service and also contribute to our overall brand and image. 
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Recommendation 6. Recognize staff for going above and beyond in providing 
high-quality customer service. 
 
Why: Organizat ions that recognize their employees enjoy greater employee 

engagement, improved employee morale, better customer service, and 

greater staff retention rates. 
 

Action Steps: Create a small staff committee with representatives from various 

departments to develop the right employee recognit ion program that best fits 
our staff. The goal would be to create a regular program or provide supervisors 

with resources that they can use to recognize staff. 
 

Requirements: Depending on the ideas that are generated, there can be some 

varying costs associated with implementing a customer service recognit ion 
program. Funds are designated in the FY 2018 operating budget for wellness 

and employee training/events that could potentially be ut ilized for these efforts. 
 

Recommendation 7. Improve identification for employees working in the field. 
 
Why: There are several contractors working throughout the city at any given 

t ime who might easily be mistaken for City employees. Providing clothing, 

apparel, or vehicle identification that clearly indicates the individual is a City 
employee can improve staff morale and assist  with improving the overall brand 

and public image of the City of New Richmond. Addit ional clothing (e.g. polo, 
tee shirt , sweatshirt , etc.) could be made available for office staff to purchase to 

wear at various events. 

 
Action Steps: Input should be provided by employees who work in the field as to 

what type of clothing they would wear, and what it  might look like. A variety of 

apparel for office staff could be offered, but staff should likely st ill weigh in to 
narrow down some of the options for consistency.  

 
Requirements: This would represent an investment by the City of New Richmond 

to purchase clothing, vinyl decals for vehicles, etc.  
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Recommendation 8. Regularly survey particular interest groups in order to 
collect feedback and identify areas in which we can improve customer service. 
 
Why: Targeted, well-written surveys are a simple tool that can be used to collect 

more quantifiable data in regards to our customer service performance. 

Sending the survey to specific audiences (e.g. local contractors, cit izens who 
live near a recent street and ut ility project, cit izens with dog park members, etc.) 

can generate more valuable data rather than using mass surveys. 

 
Action Steps: Each department supervisor should be tasked with identifying 

part icular interest groups from whom they would be interested in gathering 
feedback. The City’s Management Analyst will follow-up and help develop the 

actual surveys that will be sent out. 

 
Requirements: There’s a minor cost for postage, envelopes, and print ing surveys. 

Online surveys, such as Google Forms, can be used at no cost. Staff t ime will be 
needed to prepare the quest ions and collect and interpret responses. 

 

Recommendation 9. Implement a “Mystery Customer” Evaluation Program to 
provide feedback on their customer service experience. 

 
Why: Many businesses will use some type of a “mystery shopper” program to 
solicit  feedback. Some communit ies organize “first  impressions” visits to get 

feedback from cit izens who have never been to their community before. The 
intent is to collect objective, measurable feedback about one’s experience. 

 

Action Steps: Admittedly, this recommendation is a more difficult  program to 
implement correctly. The mystery customers would need to be carefully 

selected, and ideally would not be affiliated with employees or elected officials. 

Feedback should be received from department supervisors before proceeding 
too far with this. 

 
Requirements: Staff buy-in would be crit ical, as this type of program might come 

across as int imidating for some staff members.  
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Recommendation 10. Develop a consistent message and plan of action for 
upcoming events that are anticipated to generate a lot of phone calls, emails, 

etc. from the general public. 
 
Why: Several different staff members answer phones or otherwise communicate 

with the public during any given day. Events like snowstorms and street detours 
can cause cit izens to become very frustrated or upset at t imes. Having a plan in 

place in regards to who the incoming calls are transferred to, and what the 

response should be, is crit ical to providing high quality customer service.  
 

Action Steps: A small group of staff members should identify and review some of 
these possible scenarios and what our current responses would be. The group 

should then identify what the best course of action should be, taking into 

considerat ion the goal of providing a “one call, two-clicks” policy, with input 
provided from the applicable department supervisor as needed. 

 
Requirements: Staff buy-in is once again crit ical. Once a consistent message 

and plan of action is prepared, it  should be regularly reviewed with staff to 

ensure that everyone is “on the same page” and prepared for if and when a 
part icular event takes place. 

 




