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TMT is a volunteer-driven, grassroots nonprofit
focused on enhancing the community’s ability
to continually improve quality of life in the
Truckee Meadows region through collaboration
and partnership.
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Project Highlights

T

ruckee Meadows Tomorrow (TMT) was crafted
out of an Economic Development Authority
of Western Nevada (EDAWN) committee in
response to research showing quality of life as the
major reason businesses relocated to the region. TMT
started as an “organization of organizations,” whose
members helped spread the idea at the grassroots
level that indicators could be used to measure the
region’s quality of life in relation to the impacts
of growth. The original partnering organizations
included Truckee Meadows Regional Planning Agency,
EDAWN, Washoe Medical Center (now Renown Health)
and the Washoe Education Association.
TMT has introduced citizen engagement programs,
such as: Quality of Life Compacts that formalize
collaboration agreements between organizations to
mobilize and concentrate resources to bring about
significant change within one or more indicators;
Adopt an Indicator, which promotes personal
involvement, improvement and stewardship one
indicator at a time; and Caught in the Act, an
opportunity for citizens to nominate others who
promote quality of life in their everyday lives.
Washoe County was one of the first governmental
organizations to use TMT indicators to advance the
county’s mission and to measure staff performance.
Katy Simon, Washoe County Manager, initiated a
citizen Organizational Effectiveness Committee in
1996 to develop and emphasize a comprehensive and
consistent approach to the evaluation of services. As
an early partner with TMT, Washoe County first used
the indicators in environmental scans and strategic
planning. The Board of County Commissioners
officially adopted five indicators in 1998, pledging
improvement actions as part of TMT’s
Adopt an Indicator Program.
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How Washoe County integrates
TMT’s community indicators:
1. County commissioners use the indicators in
strategic planning to establish strategic priorities
important to citizens.
2. Departments then use the indicators to identify
the purpose of their units in measurable and
auditable terms—through outcomes achieved,
rather than services provided.
3. Departments set annual objectives and identify
“metrics” to measure how they’ll meet their
objectives—often the community’s indicators.
4. Management sets annual performance targets—
including benchmarks compared to prior years or
other jurisdictions or agencies.
5. Budgets are developed based upon achieving the
objectives.
6. Managers monitor performance and adjust the
allocation of resources.
7. TMT uses the performance measures in tracking
the indicators and reporting quality of life
improvement and decline over time.
In 2001, Washoe County implemented TMT’s first
collaborative Quality of Life Compact to measurably
improve the community’s natural resources—the
first time county staff worked across departments
while focused on specified performance measures. In
2004, Washoe County began integrating community
indicators into performance measurement—using the
indicators as tools for budgeting, policy and decisionmaking to improve service delivery with ever-scarcer
resources in a measurable way responsive to citizen
priorities.
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Inside the Truckee Meadows

To understand why residents cherish northwestern
Nevada, one must consider the region’s topographical
characteristics, lifestyle amenities, diverse cultures
and traditions.
Washoe County has been one of the fastest
growing areas of the country. It includes the cities
of Reno and Sparks, several General Improvement
Districts, such as Incline Village at Lake Tahoe, and
the unincorporated areas of the county.

Photo courtesy of Reno Sparks
Convention & Visitors Authority

T

his is the “Real Story” of how the Truckee
Meadows community engaged its citizens to
identify measurable indicators and act on those
indicators to improve their quality of life. It’s also
the story of how Washoe County saw the value of
citizen-driven indicators, integrating the community’s
indicators in measurable ways to improve
performance and service delivery, allocate resources
and enhance accountability to citizen priorities.
The region’s characteristics, history of Truckee
Meadows Tomorrow, commitment to citizen
engagement, and the future of community quality
of life—as the community defines it—are essential
components of this story. Its real value lies in its
ability to inspire communities to replicate quality
of life indicators across the nation. The quality of
life model that Truckee Meadows Tomorrow has
championed has been embraced by international
organizations, demonstrating that citizens throughout
the world are adopting quality of life initiatives.
Throughout this Real Story, Truckee Meadows
Tomorrow documents the integration of the
community’s indicators into Washoe County’s
performance measurement, through specific
examples that link the indicators to quality of life
outcomes.
Authors examined organizational history, quality
of life indicator instruments, data, Washoe County’s
strategic plan, budget reports, and performance
measurement and management system status reports.
Key Washoe County staff members, elected officials,
strategists, plus TMT staff and volunteers were
interviewed. The documents referenced are listed in
the Community Toolbox. The Real Story of a lasting,
effective citizen-driven performance partnership
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Washoe County covers almost 7,000 square miles
with urban/metropolitan and rural living set in the
high desert at 4,500 feet with an average rainfall
of only 7.5 inches. The Truckee River runs from
Lake Tahoe, Calif., travels through the mountains
of Nevada and the cities of Reno and Sparks, and
empties into Pyramid Lake, home to the Piute Indian
Tribe. The Truckee Meadows area is well known for
its environmental beauty and mild climate with four
distinct seasons.
Approximately 425,000 people make their home in
Washoe County, with the majority living in the urban
cities. Reno is the county seat and the third-largest
city in Nevada behind Las Vegas and the adjoining
Henderson. Many newer residents were attracted
to low taxes and jobs, but an estimated 5 million
others visit the area each year, which is why Reno is
called the “Biggest Little City in America.” Tourism
has shifted from gaming to the multitude of yearround recreational opportunities available in the
Sierra Mountain range, Lake Tahoe, the Truckee River,
Pyramid Lake and the expansive Great Basin.
Nevada’s Freeport laws (tax exemptions for
goods shipped through or warehoused in the state),
abundant transportation options and warehousing
capacity make the area a major gateway to
California and the Pacific Rim. Over the last decade,
and with the advent of Indian gaming in California,
northern Nevada has diversified away from gaming as
the backbone of the economy toward construction,
trade and manufacturing. More recently, renewable
energy and technology-based entrepreneurship and
development have spurred the economy.
As a result of its mining heritage, Nevada is no
stranger to the cycles of boom and bust. For the first
time in more than a decade, gaming revenue, sales
and property taxes have declined. Unemployment is
now significantly higher than the national average
due to the slump in construction. Home foreclosures
continue to drive housing prices to new lows.
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TABLE 1

1993 High Priority Indicators
Land-use & development
• Housing rental affordability
• Weekly wage by industry

Natural resources & conservation
•
•
•
•

Photo courtesy of Reno Sparks Convention &
Visitors Authority and the City of Reno

emerged from the data, documents and personal
interviews.
It is the hope of Truckee Meadows Tomorrow that
local governments, elected officials and interested
citizens in other jurisdictions can see how easy it
is for agencies, organizations and communities to
achieve real change.

Community Indicators —
The Beginning
The 1980s marked a population explosion across
the state of Nevada. By the end of the decade, local
governments were under pressure to create the
first Truckee Meadows Regional Plan, as required by
the 1989 Nevada State Legislature, to plan for the
“physical development and orderly management of
growth for the region.” After much debate and public
input, it was agreed that the plan would include
indicators to measure the region’s quality of life.
At the same time, Truckee Meadows Tomorrow
(TMT) was crafted out of an Economic Development
Authority of Western Nevada (EDAWN) committee in
response to research showing quality of life as the
major reason businesses relocated to the region. TMT
started as an “organization of organizations,” whose
members helped spread the idea at the grassroots
level that indicators could be used to measure the
region’s quality of life in relation to the impacts
of growth. The original partnering organizations
included Truckee Meadows Regional Planning Agency,
EDAWN, Washoe Medical Center (now Renown Health)
and the Washoe Education Association.
Thousands of citizens reviewed the original set
of more than 300 indicators and measurements that
the community would use to monitor its quality of
life. TMT’s original citizen engagement process,
and the diverse perspectives it generated, is well
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Surface water quality
Ground water quality
Open space
Air quality

Public facilities & services
•
•
•
•
•
•

Vehicle miles traveled
Road congestion
Pavement condition
Regional water demand
Drop-out rate
Scores on Terra Nova Test

Community resources
•
•
•
•

Uniform Crime Index
Feeling of safety
Cost of healthcare
Government leadership, access

documented.1 Many aspects of this process have been
replicated in other communities over the last decade.
Hundreds of presentations were made to a diverse
group of businesses, and civic, social, fraternal
and professional organizations. Participants spent
“funny money” on the indicators they considered
most important to quality of life. This unique
way of weighing citizen input allowed members
of the community to compress the original set of
indicators and measures. Then, a demographically
valid, community-wide survey was conducted, in
cooperation with a local newspaper survey, to rate
the importance of the indicators. Approximately
4,000 citizens participated in the overall process to
select 66 measurable indicators that reflected quality
of life in the Truckee Meadows.
TMT incorporated as a not-for-profit in 1993 and
expanded to include businesses, agencies, other
not-for-profits and individual members. In 1994,
The community indicator process attracted
thousands of citizens who appreciated the
qualitative certainty of where we were and the
collaborative potential to get where we want to go.
Elisa Maser, former regional planning staff member
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the Regional Planning Governing Board adopted the
community’s 66 indicators as an appendix to the 1991
Regional Plan, but the indicators were never used
by Regional Planning to track the pace of growth
or understand the impacts on quality of life in the
region. Ultimately, the indicators were dropped
from successive regional plan updates. Now, TMT is
the source of information for how quality of life is
changing in the Truckee Meadows.
For that reason, TMT developed programs that
extended its reach beyond aiding government
planning to improving the entire community. It
initiated its first community wellbeing report in
1994 as the benchmark for periodically reporting
improvement or decline in the indicators, including
ways the indicators could be used throughout the
community to guide change. This report, as recently
as 2008, serves as a catalyst for quality of life
improvement work by businesses, nonprofits, funders,
individuals and local governments.
TMT has continued to use an extensive public
participation process in the review and update of
community indicators. In 1999, TMT began a threephase review, ballot and voting process with Applied
Survey Research to determine community consensus
on indicators.2 Although 66 of the community’s
indicators were being reported, almost 200 data
measures were being monitored. There was concern
that over-extending the organization’s efforts
would be problematic in the future and would not
contribute to the community’s wellbeing. Extensive
community meetings and surveys were again utilized
to weigh the importance of the indicators to help
the community improve itself, including how the
indicators could be connected to policies over time.
As a result of this process, in 2000, the community’s
indicators were collapsed to 30 across six categories
considered the most important to quality of life in the
Truckee Meadows.

Indicator Process Evolves
For nearly a decade, growth imposed change on
the Truckee Meadows. Environmental scans revealed
major changes in population density and composition.
In 2005, TMT began an inclusive, 18-month indicator
review and update. TMT invited participation from
K-16 students, seniors, individuals from ethnically
and culturally diverse communities, media, persons
with disabilities, members of faith communities
and elected officials to ensure that the updated
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TABLE 2:

New indicator categories
2000 indicator categories
Economic vitality
Natural environment
Education
Social environment
Health
Public safety

2007 new indicator categories
Arts & Cultural Vitality
Civic Engagement
Enrichment
Innovation

indicators would remain significant (serve as an
early warning system), measurable (provide reliable,
consistent data) and actionable (identify room
for improvement). Four new indicator categories
emerged as the community articulated its values
and encouraged the protection and prioritization of
qualitative measures equal to quantitative.
The indicator review and update process began
with a CEO forum, attracting chief executive officers
from for-profit and not-for-profit organizations.
The group identified existing and potentially new
indicators that were most relevant to their financial
bottom line, employee satisfaction and stability,
and strategic position. The event was hosted by Jim
Miller, president of Renown Health—formerly Washoe
Medical Center—one of the first partner organizations.
His personal invitation drew 25 of the community’s
most recognizable business leaders.
The TMT Quality of Life task force made every effort
to ensure that the indicator review and update
process was representative of the entire community.
Assemblyman David Bobzien, D-Nev.

The TMT indicator review and update process
employed an innovative strategy to solicit feedback
from at-risk children, ages 5-14, when TMT partnered
with Big Brothers, Big Sisters of Northern Nevada.
TMT volunteers set up a quality of life booth at the
organization’s holiday party. “Bigs” and “Littles”
(as the mentors and the children are affectionately
known) were provided with an assortment of holiday
ornaments, glue, Santa hats and ornaments. The
Washoe County Health Department donated pencils
shaped as clouds to represent air quality (natural
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construct a kayak park, the only recreational and
sporting venue of its kind west of the Colorado Rocky
Mountains. The installation is widely attributed
with changing the community’s relationship with
the Truckee River. The result: four new quality of
life categories and three new indicators for the
community’s consideration.

Photo courtesy of Washoe County Library System

environment), fruits and vegetables (health and
wellness), etc. Bigs and Littles decorated their hats
using ornaments that represented things that defined
quality of life to each of them. To ensure that data
collection was statistically replicable, the numbers
of each ornament were counted prior to the exercise
and again at the conclusion. Bigs received instruction
about the exercise and agreed not to influence the
children’s responses; however, they were encouraged
to answer questions, be positive and most important,
reinforce that there was no right or wrong answer.
Ornament icons included a church, representing
spirituality and communities of faith (enrichment);
doves and cardinals, representing wildlife (open
space, natural environment); houses, representing,
for many, the American dream to live in a home
(economic wellbeing and land use and infrastructure).
These are only a few examples of the thoughtful
approach to match ornaments to TMT indicators. The
result was a valid method to solicit feedback from the
community’s youngest residents. Feedback from the
Bigs and Littles was weighted equally with all other
survey contributors, giving at-risk children the same
voice and vote as any other stakeholder. The success
of the exercise was one of the most laudable for TMT,
and may serve as a model for other communities that
strive for an inclusive process.
Following the collection of indicator review data
from diverse populations, TMT hosted a series of
community forums to facilitate citizen engagement
and to arrive at a final set of indicators and quality
of life categories. Surprises emerged. The entire
staff of the Washoe County Health Department voted
to elevate arts and culture to its own category. At
the forum hosted by the Sparks Police Department,
citizens vigorously supported enrichment indicators.
The city of Reno hosted numerous forums at which
the community vote underscored the value and
importance of innovation. The vote was interpreted
as stamp of approval for the city’s decision to
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Photo courtesy of City of Sparks

At the conclusion of the 18-month collection
process, TMT prepared to announce the results in
the region’s daily newspaper, as had been done
traditionally for more than a decade. Unfortunately,
the newspaper experienced financial pressures,
and the publisher made the painful decision to
end distribution of the TMT community wellbeing
report. TMT sought another media partner. The
Northern Nevada Business Weekly expressed interest
and provided essential linkages to the business
community. The new relationship also created
opportunities to promote Accentuate the Positive,
the community biennial event that recognizes
individuals and organizations that measurably
advance quality of life. The business weekly’s support
of TMT encouraged the broadcast community to get
involved. KRNV, the NBC affiliate, offered public
service announcements and sponsored a community
awareness campaign. KOH radio interviewed TMT
board members throughout the year to encourage
community awareness and adoption of indicators.
TMT has introduced citizen engagement programs,
such as: Quality of Life Compacts that formalize
collaboration agreements between organizations to
mobilize and concentrate resources to bring about
significant change within one or more indicators;
Adopt an Indicator, which promotes personal
involvement, improvement and stewardship one
indicator at a time; and Caught in the Act, an
opportunity for citizens to nominate others who
promote quality of life in their everyday lives.

WASHOE COUNTY, NEVADA
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The program has received significant attention from
the media and elected officials. (More information
about TMT programs is provided in the Community
Toolbox, page 13.)

TMT’s Quality of Life Indicators Today
Arts and Cultural Vitality

1. Expression of culture through the arts
2. Participation in the arts & cultural activities

Civic Engagement
3.
4.
5.
6.

Voter turnout
Effective government engagement
Civility & neighborhood pride
Emergency preparedness

Economic Wellbeing
7.
8.
9.
10

Individual & family economic wellbeing
Economic vitality
Workforce development
Entrepreneurship

Education and Lifelong Learning

11. Educational infrastructure to meet community needs
12. Educational success
13. Community-wide involvement in education
14. Literate community

Enrichment

15. Recreation
16. Philanthropy and volunteerism
17. Access to faith communities and spiritual wellbeing

Health & Wellness

18. Access to healthcare
19. Wellness and preventative healthcare
20. Mental health and social wellbeing

Innovation

21. Renewable energy
22. Technology infrastructure and engagement
23. Transformative community initiatives

Land use & infrastructure

24. Affordable housing
25. Land use balance and sensitivity
26. Mobility and convenience
27.	Development that encourages healthy lifestyles and
neighborhood livability

Natural Environment

28. Air quality
29. Clean and available water
30. Open space access and connectivity

Public Wellbeing

31. Perception of safety
32. Secure families
33.	Community responsiveness to its most vulnerable
populations
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Quality of Life Partnership:
Government Performance Measures
and the Indicators
Washoe County was one of the first governmental
organizations to use TMT indicators to advance the
county’s mission and to measure staff performance.
Katy Simon, Washoe County Manager, initiated a citizen
Organizational Effectiveness Committee in 1996 to
develop and emphasize a comprehensive and consistent
approach to the evaluation of services because in her
words, “To be perceived as relevant to our citizens, we
must perform the work that they value. Collectively,
we achieve essential community quality of life when
government and citizenry work together.”
As an early partner with TMT, Washoe County first
used the indicators in environmental scans and strategic
planning.3 The Board of County Commissioners officially
adopted five indicators in 1998, pledging improvement
actions as part of TMT’s Adopt an Indicator Program.
In 2001, Washoe County implemented TMT’s first
collaborative Quality of Life Compact to measurably
improve the community’s natural resources—the first
time county staff worked across departments while
focused on specified performance measures. (Read more
about the results below.)
In 2004, Washoe County began integrating
community indicators into performance
measurement—using the indicators as tools for
budgeting, policy and decision-making to improve
service delivery with ever-scarcer resources in a
measurable way responsive to citizen priorities.
According to John Sherman, Director of Finance,
“Washoe County incorporates base budgeting and
strategic planning into a process that provides
long-term direction coupled with short-term
goals, objectives and performance measures.
The community indicators help the county better
TABLE 3

Board of County Commissioners’
Five Adopted Indicators
• E
 nergy: Per capita consumption by source (75% alternative
fuel vehicles purchased by county in 1998-99)
• Vehicle miles: Traveled per person per day
•	Solid waste management: Tons recycled of residential
and nonresidential; tons put in landfills
• Litter Index
•	Community appearance: Number of people who believe
our community has a pleasant appearance in which to
live and work

WASHOE COUNTY, NEVADA

Page 9

Real Stories Series
TABLE 4

TABLE 5

How Washoe County Integrates
TMT’s Community Indicators

Washoe County Strategic
Priorities (FY 2008-09)

1.	County commissioners use the indicators in strategic
planning to establish strategic priorities important to our
citizens.
2.	Departments then use the indicators to identify the
purpose of their units in measurable and auditable
terms—through outcomes achieved, rather than services
provided.
3.	They set annual objectives to meet their purpose and
identify “metrics” to measure how they’ll meet their
objectives—often the community’s indicators.
4.	Management sets annual performance targets—
including benchmarks compared to prior years or other
jurisdictions or agencies.
5.	Budgets are developed based upon achieving the
objectives.
6.	Managers monitor performance and adjust the allocation
of resources.
7.	TMT uses the performance measures in tracking the
indicators and reporting quality of life improvement and
decline over time.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Improve public safety, security and health
Preserve and enhance our quality of life
Improve regional collaboration
Improve government efficiency and financial stability
Provide excellent public services
Develop our workforce

need to accomplish and the level of service, in
ways meaningful to their customers as measurable
outcomes. Budgets are adopted in May to achieve
fiscal year objectives. Management monitors
performance and service levels, adjusting resources
based upon availability and strategic priorities.

understand our citizen’s vision of the future. We keep
citizens informed and ask them regularly for feedback
so we understand the services citizens are willing to
pay for.”
Washoe County uses TMT’s community indicators,
in conjunction with citizen surveys, focus groups and
data from other sources to develop an environmental
scan of the county each fall. Department heads
identify strategic issues of high priority for the
coming year. The Board of County Commissions
and department heads conduct strategic planning
workshops to review important issues and the board
adopts the strategic plan by the end of October,
which becomes the basis for the development of
budget guidelines. Based upon the county’s strategic
priorities, department heads identify what they

The natural environment and open space:
An integration example
Many of the people living in the Truckee Meadows
mention the natural environment first when talking
about the region’s quality of life. The community
has long focused on protecting its natural assets
for future generations. Some of the early natural
environment indicators tracked by TMT included the
following: Pollution Standard Index; water demand;
number of wetlands protected or lost; number of
structures located in flood plain; annual Audubon
bird count at Pyramid Lake; wildlife habitat acres
preserved; hillside and ridge-line acres protected
from development; landfill waste; toxic and
hazardous spills; open space acres; parks acreage;
and miles of trails. During the community indicator
review and update process discussed earlier, the
community reinforced its long-standing commitment
to the protection of our natural environment and
expanding open space access and connectivity
through trails.

TABLE 6:

Natural environment quality of life indicators
Community Vision
Clean air and water support healthy
communities, recreational options,
diverse wildlife and natural resources
for enjoyment by future generations.
We can all enjoy the varied and
beautiful lands, plants and animals
that make the Truckee Meadows
beautiful. As much as possible, we live
in harmony with our environment.
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Indicators

Supporting data measures (partial list)

28. Air quality

• Pollution Standard Index

29.	Clean & available
water

• Average yearly pollutants in Truckee River
• Water conservation reported behaviors

30.	Open space access &
connectivity

• Open space acreage measures
• Miles of connected multi-use trails
• Open space access reported priorities
& behaviors
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Washoe County 2001-02
natural resources compact
Five improvement goals with
strategies and associated measures
Staff across the Assessor’s Office, Community Relations,
District Health, General Services, Juvenile Resources,
Library, Parks/Recreation, Public Works, Purchasing,
Water Resources
Air quality – 90% Ý alternative fuel new vehicles
Waste reduction – 29% Ý Þ recycling rate county-wide
Energy conservation – 21% Þ energy + 14% cost savings
Water conservation/quality – 10-15% Þ water usage
Public education – mentoring new compacts (open space
compact forged among Girl Scouts of the Sierra Nevada,
Nevada Land Conservancy, Keep Truckee Meadows Beautiful
and Sierra Pacific Power)

Washoe County understands the public’s
commitment to the natural environment, which in
part led to its Quality of Life Compact. Following
the compact, Washoe County continued its work
to improve the natural environment by increasing
internal recycling efforts, resulting in a 50 percent
reduction of trash sent to the landfill, re-using
effluent water for golf course irrigation and
expanding use of photovoltaic technology, among
other stewardship policies. These recycle and
reuse policies changed how the county conducts
its business. Current goals include reducing paper
processes through the increased use of technology.
Today, “preservation of our natural resources,
open spaces and magnificent natural landscape” is
one of Washoe County’s strategies to meet its mission
and strategic priority to “preserve and enhance our
quality of life.” The Regional Parks & Open Space
Department “preserves accessible and natural open
space through developing, maintaining and preserving
parks lands and facilities.” Part of the Community
Development Department’s mission is “to guide
the creation of livable and economically viable
communities in the county that reflect the public’s
desire for open space.” Table 8 illustrates how
these two departments integrate the community’s
priority for open space. Note that Washoe County
is also implementing an Open Space and Natural
Resources Management Plan (2008) and the adoption
of the 2007 Truckee Meadows regional plan, which
includes policies supporting growth management,
including open space. Additional departments with
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related goals and objectives include Public Works, Air
Quality, Water Resources, Building & Safety, Libraries,
along with the Regional Transportation Commission.
Preserving open space may not be a legal mandate
for the county, but the community is better today
because of regional concern for acquiring access
points and connections to trail networks for
preservation and future use.

Additional integration examples
Washoe County has integrated TMT’s Education
& Lifelong Learning, literate community indicator
in the community’s libraries. The Washoe County
Library Community Resource Center has helped more
than 1,500 individuals meet literacy, educational
and employment needs and successfully enrolled
126 participants in the online General Equivalency
Diploma program. Washoe County library system
has expanded its role, hosting more than 2,600
musical and entertainment events and making
contact with more than 75,000 youth and adults
through partnership with the Pioneer Center for
Performing Arts. The center is also advancing
indicator measurements in Arts & Cultural Vitality
while encouraging a literate community by bringing
individuals into the community’s libraries.
Washoe County encourages effective civic
engagement and makes government departments
more accessible to its citizens. This is commonly
purported in county and municipal governments;
however, Washoe County has found unique ways
to encourage the community to adopt quality of
life indicators. The Washoe County Leadership
Academy recruits and trains volunteers to identify
projects that cultivate participation in county
operations. Similar to citizen education efforts
in other communities, it measures the number of
academy graduates from the 12-week program
and the number of implemented projects that
participants and volunteers have recommended
to county administrators. Washoe County staff is
evaluated annually using TMT’s Civic Engagement
indicators to ensure that their efforts are consistent
with community priorities. The community’s vision
for civic engagement: Being connected to, investing
in and belonging to the community is the essence of
democracy, social responsibility and stewardship for
the future. Residents are engaged civic participants.
We welcome diversity of perspectives, age, gender
and orientation, cultures, races and ethnicities in
governance that guides our community.
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TABLE 8

Washoe County open space indicators integration (partial list)

2008-10 Key Outcomes

2.1 Protect and cooperatively plan
regional parks, open space and
ecosystems

Success indicators (TMT’s community
indicators listed above; note that
additional measures include the
recreation and land use balance and
sensitivity indicators)

Strategic priorities

• Complete 100% of Natural Resources Master Plan
• Preserve and plan for regional parks, trails and open space
• Develop a long-term mechanism for maintenance
• Work cooperatively with Flood Management on development of parks and open space
• Identify and secure funding for preservation of aging infrastructure
• Coordinate with all related agencies for community connectivity through trails
30.	Open space access and
connectivity

• Neighborhood/community parks/1,000
persons
• Regional park acres/1,000 persons

Performance measures & targets: Regional Parks & Open Space
# Regional parks visitors (millions)
# Parks acres maintained
Maintenance FTE
% Quality rating “good or better”
FTE’s/1,000 population (excluding golf)
Open space acreage available to users
# Acres acquired for regional parks
or open space
# Recreational trails projects completed

2004-05
2005-06
2006-07
2007-08
3.2
3.0
2.8
3.0
		
975
984
1,030
		
19.2
23.2
25.0
			
81%
90%
					
				
8,000
				
404
					

2008-09 est.
3.0
1,400
26.5
90%
0.27
9,627
100
12

Performance measures & targets: Community Development
Potential acres in unincorporated county
identified in adopted open space plan
# Acres with open space land use designation
# Acres acquired for open space
(without open space land use)
% Open space relative to potential

Other examples of Washoe County Civic
Engagement initiatives include TMT’s indicator
Voter Turnout, as measured by the percentage of
eligible population that registers and votes, as well
as barrier to voting. As shown in Figure 1 on page
12, the percentage of eligible Washoe County voters
is consistently higher than the voter turnout as a
percentage of eligible voters. As a direct result of this
data, Washoe County participated in a voter turnout
compact with TMT. Led by the Library System, in
conjunction with the Nevada Museum of Art, New
Voters Project and the Registrar of Voters, the
initiative aimed to increase the number of registered
voters and voter turnout for the primary and general
elections. Results at five libraries, serving as early
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2005-06
460,000

2006-07
460,000

2007-08
460,000

2008-09 est.
500,000

278,000
935

278,000
500

278,000
500

278,000
200

61.3%

61.4%

61.4%

61.4%

voting locations, were so successful during the 2004
elections that the compact expanded for the 2006
election. Following the highly successful compact,
Washoe County implemented a youth voter initiative
and a 2008 public information campaign to attract
underrepresented eligible voters. Additionally, in
direct response to voter complaints, Washoe County
redesigned its sample ballots, including establishing a
dual review process for Spanish- and English-language
versions to remove barriers to voting. TMT asserts
that, “Giving your best here and now indicates civic
and social connectivity, strengthens inclusion, and
provides a sense of pride and community.”
Quantitative data helps a community to build upon
its successes; however, the combination of statistical
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* Presidential year (Note: Washoe County voter registration dropping as a percentage of eligible population is
a result of purging inactive voters over time) Source: Nevada Secretary of State Official Election Abstracts

data and qualitative values help communities
identify issues that merit priority and attention. The
Washoe County District Health Department tracks
rates of communicable diseases. In conjunction with
the TMT Health & Wellness quality of life indicators
(access to health care, wellness & preventative
health care, and mental health & social wellbeing),
the community has learned that the trend line for
chlamydia has increased (as illustrated in Table
9), providing an opportunity for feedback to the
government to address this health crisis.
The nation’s economic downturn has devastated
the delivery of health and human service programs
in Nevada. Washoe County has reduced outreach
for communicable and chronic disease transmission
by nearly one-half. However, because of TMT
community indicator data, this funding was not
entirely eliminated and the Washoe County Health
Department used the required reduction as an
opportunity to build coalitions and partnerships to
impact this indicator. TMT will track community
response to this action in 2009-10. As of June
30, 2008, there had been an estimated 350 new
chlamydia cases, 111 percent of the projected
objective.
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No community is without its challenges and
threats. Washoe County has used TMT’s secure
families indicator and domestic violence child
abuse, neglect & placement measures to
differentiate suspected and substantiated child
abuse reports as a method of determining the need
for family preservation programs versus punitive
interventions. Washoe County child abuse referrals
and child placement statistics demonstrate that
the substantiation rate for child abuse reports has
remained fairly consistent in recent years. Washoe
County Human Services Network has developed
programs to identify and assist families at risk
of abuse and neglect. These targeted resources
and services have helped many families and have
brought the child abuse and neglect rates down.
Washoe County’s planning, budgeting and
performance measurement and management
system recently allowed the county to make
extensive reductions after several years of
economic expansion, and at the same time, invest
in services important to its citizens. According
to Katy Simon, Washoe County Manager, “The
County was able to balance the 2007-08 and
2008-09 budgets, with $15 million and $28 million
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TABLE 9

Washoe County Health Department
1:2 Department Objectives

Fiscal Year Measures

Reduce incidence of communicable
and chronic disease through
community education of risk
factors associated with
disease

# of health fairs, presentations media opportunities, etc.,
used to educate the community
# of active cases of tuberculosis/100K
# of new HIV infections/100K
# of new chlamydia cases/100K

Fiscal Year Measure
Health fairs, presentations media
opportunities, etc., used to educate the
community
Active cases of tuberculosis/100K
New HIV infections/100K
New chlamydia cases/100K

2004-05
Actual

2005-06
Actual

2006-07
Actual

2007-08
Estimate

2008-09
Estimate

N/A

207

278

227

125

6
11

4
11

3
11

3.9
9.5

4
7.3

265

263

340.5

315

315

in reductions, respectively, from the General Fund.
There are currently 230 positions vacant (7.5 percent
reduction of work force) and no tax rate increase.
This is a decrease in spending per capita of 5.16
percent during a period of time showing a 5.4 percent
increase in the combined growth in population and
CPI.”

Community Toolbox
TMT’s community-defined indicators have been
updated by engaging the community numerous
times since 1993, most recently in 2007 to ensure
outcomes-based measures relevant to the changing
region. (You can find more information about TMT’s
engagement processes in the End Notes.)
Following are links to TMT and Washoe County
resources that can easily be replicated in other
communities.
• TMT’s community wellbeing reports and online
community indicator updates are valuable tools
used by Washoe County and other stakeholders to
gauge whether policy and programmatic decisions
were beneficial over time.
• The Adopt an Indicator program allowed elected
officials to initially see what’s important to
citizens through actionable pledges to improve
indicator performance.
• The Quality of Life Compacts program is a
collaborative capacity-building model to improve
targeted indicators. The collaborative program
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is also well documented (see End Notes) and
uses a generic contract agreement to initiate the
actionable process, including outcomes reporting
and stewardship following the compact agreement
time period. Washoe County’s natural environment
compact with TMT (see Table 7) demonstrated
that management and staff could work across
departments and with other agencies to set targets
important to residents and measurably improve
identified indicators within a timeframe, including
reporting and stewardship activities.
• Washoe County’s annual Budget Book documents
strategic priorities, plans and performance
measures for all county programs. In addition,
the Performance Measurement and Management
System report is also published annually,
documenting performance over the last four
years. Washoe County’s environmental scan,
strategic plan, strategic management report and
performance status reports by strategic priority
are also available on the county website.
TMT is currently implementing online adoption
reporting and an online version of the collaborative
compacts, making it easier for partners and
coalitions to initiate new compacts to improve
selected community indicators, including an online
reporting component for wider results dissemination.
In addition, Washoe County’s business planning,
budgeting and performance measurement system are
well documented on its website and by other county
and government associations.
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Future Challenges
The economic downturn has hit the state of Nevada
harder than most other states. Programs and services
have been deeply cut at the state and local levels, and
the not-for-profit community is experiencing setback
after setback. A noticeable reduction in discretionary
spending has substantially reduced charitable giving.
Philanthropic foundations also have reduced gifts,
grants and awards. In this economic climate, a lack of
resources cannot be overstated as a major barrier to
full integration of the indicator process in government.
As a small nonprofit, TMT relies on a cadre of
volunteers to perform the majority of its work. The
organization has been conservative with its resources
to carry out essential services such as the validation of
research data, financial audits and annual accounting
reports. TMT’s only staff is its part-time executive
director. Washoe County tax revenues have declined
significantly due to falling property values, sales and
gaming taxes. Thus, without dedicated staff and
resources, neither TMT nor Washoe County can support
staff to work more closely together. In this economic
climate, the city, county and state jurisdictions are
aggressively consolidating administrative services,
yet elected officials have been unable to agree to use
standardized indicators for planning, tracking progress
or reporting outcomes. Although this is not uncommon,
term limits at the state level will turn over 30 percent
of seats in the 2012 elections. The dynamism of city
and county elections create a barrier that is difficult to
overcome as the changing cast of local elected officials
must be informed and educated. According to TMT’s
executive director, Karen Hruby, “An undeniable factor
in TMT’s longevity as the community’s quality of life
organization, is that we have remained independent
and non-partisan. It has earned our citizen’s trust for
unbiased and comprehensive reporting.”

Sustainability: It’s within our grasp
The integration of citizen-driven community
indicators into Washoe County’s Performance
Measurement and Management System, along with
annual strategic planning and resource allocation
activities suggest that the county will continue to use
TMT quality of life indicators to identify priorities
and incorporate the community’s vision, values and
feedback into initiatives, programs and services.
Washoe County routinely communicates with TMT
staff, board members and volunteers to ensure joint
activities complement the other. Washoe County
encourages staff to participate on TMT committees,
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with focus groups and on TMT’s board. As an example,
Washoe County Community Relations Director Kathy
Carter served as TMT president from 2004-05 and
several Washoe County Health Department staff
members serve on a new TMT Youth Risk Behavior
Task Force, tasked with identifying strategies to
reduce drinking and substance abuse, inappropriate
sexual behaviors and suicidal attempts among
Washoe County School District middle and high
school students. The Board of County Commissioners
recently invited TMT to present an overview of the
updated indicators at one of its meetings to educate
new commissioners and the attending public.
Further, sustainability of citizen-driven performance
measurement is assured since Washoe County
Manager Katy Simon was appointed to the State
of Nevada Vision Stakeholders Group. The group is
charged with recommending strategies to advance
Nevada’s standing in key quality of life areas. “If you
don’t tie community indicators to performance that
is measured in government and for which someone is
accountable, nothing will happen,” Simon said at a
recent meeting. Simon also referenced Paul Epstein’s
book, “Results that Matter,” and the TMT website.
The only challenge anticipated to the sustainability
of the partnership between TMT and Washoe County
is funding. Nevada is experiencing unprecedented
economic hardship that has severely and negatively
impacted city, county and state staffing, funding and
operations. Washoe County has cut more than $100
million from its budget and eliminated more than 500
staff positions in the last four years. Washoe County
remains committed to the continuing use of citizendriven performance measures, yet the reality is fewer
staff and even fewer financial resources to ensure
that this partnership is unaffected, and structural
deficits are expected to continue for several more
years.

Beyond government: Realizing integration
across the community
Washoe County’s use of TMT’s community
indicators is high, but on a scale from 1 to 5 (no
integration to full integration) consensus is that
the entire community is two-thirds of the way to
mature integration. The indicators drive county
strategic priorities, help set annual targets, identify
measures and monitor performance, but Washoe
County’s Performance Measurement and Management
System is a basic part of the county’s departmental
budgeting process. Consequently, the community’s
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33 indicators get lost within the reporting system and
are not referenced, nor are the indicators referenced
as a transparent data-driven tool for decision- and
policy-making. However, Washoe County specifically
references TMT’s community indicators as success
indicators or measures for evaluating key outcomes
identified in department workplans and performance
measurement status reports.
Citizen participation in the quality of life
movement—championed by Truckee Meadows
Tomorrow—has heightened expectations about the
potential for civic engagement, and organizations
and entities throughout the Truckee Meadows are
emulating the TMT model. In September 2009, the
city of Reno began its first update of the Cultural
Master Plan and invited TMT’s Zanny Marsh to cochair the Leadership, Collaboration and Cooperation
ad hoc study group. According to Christine Fey, Arts
and Culture Manager, “The Reno Arts and Culture
Commission wanted its Cultural Master Plan to
represent all of the people in our region. Utilizing
the expertise of a TMT board member who chaired
the TMT indicator review and update process assured
us that that the study group leader would include
all arts and culture stakeholders throughout our
community.”
In retrospect, citizen engagement with the
indicator review and update process in 2007 was
a harbinger for ongoing commitment to quality of
life, even while the indicators evolve. Community
responsiveness to its most vulnerable populations
emerged in 2007 as a new indicator following the
review and update process. Initially, the indicator
referenced elderly adults. Over the last year, the
indicator has been used to rally support for persons
with disabilities, whose services were cut severely
in the legislative aftermath of Nevada’s economic
downturn. The community has voiced displeasure
with the elimination of services, and TMT has been
urged to track quality of life of this group. Potential
partnerships are also being explored. The shift to
articulate community values—such as responding
to the needs of vulnerable citizens—is thematic
throughout the updated indicators. The TMT board
has theorized that the community suffered “growing
pains” during the decade of unprecedented growth.
Small, established neighborhoods were increasingly
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crowded by new developments; independent retail
stores were buffeted by big box competition; schools
were constructed to accommodate burgeoning
numbers of students; and the community seized
the indicator review and update as an opportunity
to emphasize its values. This has remained the
norm. Attendance at the new AAA baseball stadium,
which opened April 17, 2009, has consistently drawn
impressive crowds (second in division attendance),
and feedback on the TMT Facebook page and TMT
website suggests that residents want to track
attendance in the Arts & Culture Vitality quality of
life category.
The Truckee Meadows quality of life movement
receives a “shot in the arm” at its biennial Accentuate
the Positive luncheon, a community-wide celebration
of the individuals and organizations that advance the
indicators and seek to improve quality of life for all
members of the community. Historically, this event
has attracted between 800 and 1,200 participants.
This year, in a bold move to expand participation
and awareness, all participants will receive a oneyear membership in Truckee Meadows Tomorrow. The
TMT board supports the effort—particularly in these
bleak economic times—to provide more value for the
ticket holder’s investment, introduce new community
members to the organization, and to encourage new
indicator adoption and quality of life compacts.
The week following the event, all existing and new
TMT members will receive a just-completed report
describing how CEOs in our community are using
the indicators in their organizations. The report will
encourage others to get involved and “take quality of
life personally.”
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Lessons Learned
1. Plan ahead. Intentional inclusiveness of the
indicator review and update process takes advanced
planning and effort. The TMT Quality of Life Task
Force charged with the 18-month review and update
process in 2005-06, sought out members of gay,
lesbian, transgendered and bisexual student clubs
at the University of Nevada, Reno and high school
students at local support groups. Persons of color
were surveyed (by their choice) at churches and
social gatherings. Seniors were personally contacted
by volunteers at Washoe County Senior Service
centers. Persons with a Spanish-language preference
were cultivated on Spanish-language television and
radio stations to mitigate reluctance to speak to data
recorders, and volunteers were strategically placed
at ethnic grocery stores to collect information. The
Washoe County School District allowed volunteers to
make presentations at high school Spanish-language
clubs. These efforts were undertaken in addition to
traditional telephone, electronic and mail surveys,
focus groups and personal interviews.
There are many more examples but the end
result is that the 2005-06 indicator update was
more inclusive than previous efforts and the
broad acceptance of the indicators throughout the
community speaks to its success. These efforts may
be replicated in communities across the country if the
process to cultivate, invite and engage participants
is entered into with forethought, intentional
inclusivity and a determination for the process to be
representative of an entire community. The process—
whether executed by staff, not-for profit volunteers
or third-party contractors—must begin with adequate
training that establishes quality of life and indicator
definitions; project values, goals and objectives;
timelines; resources committed to the project; and a
protocol for outcomes reporting to all stakeholders.
2. Provide training. Participants in the process want
and require information to be fully engaged in the
effort; therefore, governmental entities must require
all individuals who administer surveys or collect data
to be sufficiently trained in group dynamics, meeting
facilitation and research instrument implementation
to ensure that the effort is replicable and statistically
valid. During the review and update of community
quality of life indicators, TMT developed and
administered training in cooperation with Washoe
County and one of the regional medical centers.
Washoe Medical Center (now Renown Health) hosted
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a series of meetings for focus group leaders and
reporters/recorders. The meetings—limited to the
60-minute lunch hour—included information about
TMT, the quality of life review and indicator process,
and the overarching goal to collect the necessary
data to inform decision-making at the governmental
level. Trainings were designed to promote interaction
between facilitators and recorders who would work
together throughout the process, which developed
rapport among leaders, recorders and a dynamic
group participants.
3. Remember that “perception is reality” but it
might not always be accurate. TMT is identifying
ways to measure the qualitative, values-based
indicators important to the community and report it
in parallel with evidence-based research measures.
Governmental infrastructure and staff will be most
receptive to citizen feedback if they are prepared
to “disconnect” investment in systems, measures
and policies and procedures to appreciate citizen
feedback. Only then will the process be most
valuable. For example, staff may be committed to
delivering information in inexpensive ways, through
a website or telephone recording, for example, but
they may be unaware that some stakeholders in
the community are reluctant to obtain or unable
to access information from those sources. Citizen
feedback may suggest different options that will be
more effective.
4. Relate indicators to long-term, community
visioning and sustainability for future generations.
Indicators provide the story of what’s happening
in your community, but by themselves don’t
cause change. Acknowledge that improvement is
the responsibility of everyone, not just specific
organizations, local government entities or small
sectors of your community. Build community
collaborations. Be the information resource for
citizens, advocacy organizations, businesses and other
groups to institutionalize community indicators in
your community.
5. Continue re-inventing “new” outreach programs
to educate and engage the wider and more
diverse community. Empower the grassroots of
your community, which in turn, drives government
involvement. Then do it all over again to re-engage
the community over time. Governmental entities—
which may be perceived as bureaucratic and slow
to adopt innovation or change—should communicate
their desire to anticipate community need and deliver
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programs and services designed to prevent problems,
issues or concerns. In 2004, a task force that included
representatives of Washoe County, the city of Reno,
senior volunteers and regional providers identified a
six-lane intersection that was difficult for mobilityimpaired pedestrians to cross before the light turned.
The light routinely trapped slower pedestrians on
the center median strip, leaving them vulnerable
to traffic collisions. The intersection received high
pedestrian traffic because it bisected senior housing
and grocery and retail shopping. Washoe County and
Reno officials invited citizen feedback using TMT
cultivation and feedback protocol to collect data.
The feedback compelled the state Department of
Transportation to modify an outdated, dangerous
pedestrian overpass to accommodate mobilityimpaired pedestrian traffic before the intersection
was the site of a fatal crash.

6. Involve the media for greater public awareness,
as well as to report progress and performance.
7. Continue to engage, inspire and empower a
network of volunteers new to your community for
program support. This is especially important as your
community grows or changes.
8. Understand that access to resources (community
funding streams, staff and volunteers) is critical to
community indicator improvement projects and all
efforts—government or otherwise—to effect positive
change.

End Notes
1. Previous publications detailing TMT’s original process to identify and select community indicators and
Quality of Life Compacts:
Besleme, K., Maser, E., & Silverstein, J. (1999) A Community Indicators Case Study: Addressing the
Quality of Life in Two Communities, Redefining Progress [retrieved 2003 from
http://www.rprogress.org/publications/pdf/CI_CaseStudy1.pdf]
Sirgy, J., Rahtz, D., & Lee, D., editors (2004) Community Quality-of-Life Indicators, Best Cases, Kluwer
Academic Press, Social Indicators Research Series, Volume 22, Taking Indicators to the Next Level:
Truckee Meadows Tomorrow Launches Quality of Life Compacts (Karen Barsell and Elisa Maser)
Epstein, P., Coates, P., & Wray, L., with Swain, D. (2005) Results that Matter, Jossey-Bass, ISBN: 0-78796058-6
2. Applied Survey Research and Truckee Meadows Tomorrow (February 2000) Community Consensus on
Indicators, What Matters Most: Results from the Community Indicator Balloting
3. Reference data was used from the Washoe County Annual Budget, Fiscal Year 2008 – 2009; Performance
Measurement and Management System, 4th Quarter Reports, FY 07/08 (plus web status reports); and
Truckee Meadows Tomorrow, 2008 Community Wellbeing Report
The author would like to thank and acknowledge Amber Martin,
Truckee Meadows Tomorrow Board of Directors, for her substantial
contribution to research, data interpretation and writing.
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