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F E AT U R E

Public Outreach Through Video
by Kathleen McMahon, AICP

In an age of information over-
load, public officials must use
every tool at their disposal to 
compete for citizens’ attention on plan-
ning issues. Yet, for most organizations,
public outreach efforts have not evolved
much since the innovations of the
Gutenberg press or New England town
meeting. With the advent of affordable
technology, however, some communities
are engaging the public through a device
that has become a fixture in almost every
American home — the VCR.

Often, the public does not have the
time, or patience, to digest voluminous
planning reports. They need a concise
overview of issues in an appealing for-
mat. A well-produced video can add the
visual enhancement, pacing, and variety
of format that will captivate an audience.
With video recording and editing equip-
ment becoming more accessible, com-
munities are finding creative ways to
employ this technique as a citizen partic-
ipation tool.

CASE STUDIES

In Park City, Utah, the planning staff
produced a video to explain the local his-
toric preservation program. The video
uses a mix of historic photos, video shots
of current streetscapes, and scrolling
text. The 25 minute video progresses
from basic concepts to specifics on the
Park City historic preservation program.
Regulations come alive with visual exam-
ples of renovated properties, while narra-
tion explains how the program applies in
each situation.

Park City has invested in video taping
and editing equipment. It also has a staff
with production experience. Since the
content was well defined and staff
knowledgeable about video technology,
the Planning Department was able to
script and produce the video in about
four weeks. 

In Great Falls, Montana, the City-
County Planning Department contracted
with a local company to produced a nine
minute video to kick-off the City’s com-
prehensive plan update. The video, titled
“Rekindle the Vision,” conveys the need
for a new plan and provides an overview

video in an informal setting is less intim-
idating, more convenient, and encour-
ages greater participation. Staff and
public officials have used feedback from
the surveys to set priorities and design
programs.

Fort Collins, Colorado, has incorpo-
rated feedback generated from a video on
visual preferences in developing new
zoning regulations. The video, produced
by the consultant who oversaw the City’s
visual preference survey, included a
series of 84 images of various urban
scenes. Viewers were asked to complete
an accompanying score sheet to rate the
images according to how strongly they
liked (or disliked) each image.

The City made the video readily
available. Not only could it be checked
out free from local video stores, but it
could also be viewed at a traveling kiosk
set up temporarily in the mall and other
locations. In addition, the cable televi-
sion public access channel ran the video. 

Fort Collins has also produced videos
on other topics, such as the comprehen-
sive plan and the City’s annual report.

of the issues the plan will address. Plan-
ning Department staff views the video
with small groups in the community to
spur discussion about planning issues.

“People can relate to the images,”
explains Planning Director Bob Horne.
The video translates complex concepts 
to a format easy for viewers to digest.
People respond positively and make
thoughtful comments. The video has
been used at meetings with civic organi-
zations, neighborhood councils, appoint-
ed boards, and school children.

The City of Redmond, Washington,
also uses video to involve the communi-
ty. The City’s production staff creates one
or two videos a year on current topics
affecting the community. Each 20 to 30
minute video reviews an issue and dis-
cusses the pros and cons of various
responses to that issue. The video is dis-
tributed to groups ranging from civic
organizations to neighbors meeting in
someone’s home.

Groups are encouraged to facilitate a
discussion about the video. They receive
a survey to provide feedback on preferred
options and future topics. Viewing the

Online 
Comment
“I would like to point out

something we have begun in Fairfax County,
Virginia. [Our] Planning Commission often
has ‘workshops’ in which staff briefs the
Commission on such things as major trans-
portation projects, a new revitalization pro-
gram … or [the] new monopole/telecom-
munications provisions in our Comprehen-
sive Plan and Zoning Ordinance. These
workshops are a prelude to public hearings.
… We videotape the workshops. They are
rebroadcast on the County Cable channel,
and copies are made available through coun-
ty libraries and our elected Supervisors’
offices. Individual citizens or civic associa-
tions can borrow the tapes.”

— John Palatiello, Fairfax County (Virginia)
Planning Commission

…VIDEO TRANSLATES
COMPLEX CONCEPTS

TO A FORMAT EASY FOR
VIEWERS TO DIGEST.

PEOPLE RESPOND
POSITIVELY AND MAKE

THOUGHTFUL COMMENTS. 

continued on page 4



SUMMING UP:

Video is another tool in the array of
public outreach methods. It can be a very
effective medium for conveying your
message and has the potential to reach a
broad audience. The video may also
attract users who would not otherwise be
predisposed to participate in the plan-
ning process. As a growing number of
communities are coming to see, video
can be a creative mechanism to initiate
feedback and discussion from the public.

As with any public participation tool,
video is most effective when used in com-
bination with other techniques. While
videos may not replace planning docu-
ments, they can contribute to the success
of a community’s planning program. �

Kathleen McMahon,
AICP, has worked as a
planner for 15 years, 
having organized and con-
ducted numerous work-
shops, using both tradi-
tional and video delivery
techniques. McMahon re-
cently completed a project
with the VIC Group to produce a multi-media ver-
sion of the Las Vegas Zoning ordinance, to be
available on both CD-ROM and the Web. She is a
principal in Applied Communications of Great
Falls, Montana. McMahon previously authored,
“Video-Conference Training for Planning Com-
missioners” in PCJ #29 (Winter 1998).
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Production Tips
by Kathleen McMahon

• While it is less expensive to
produce a video in-house, expect a major
time commitment. Staff should also have
the experience or training to produce a
quality, professional looking product.

• Although contracting with a video pro-
duction agency may be more costly, these
professionals bring expertise in scripting,
editing, and filming that can result in a
much higher quality video. They also have
extensive video and music libraries that
can be used for the video.

• Local firms may be willing to reduce
their fees as a community service. For
example, in Great Falls a local company
charged $8,000 to produce the nine
minute planning video, about half its 
normal rate.

• Another way to reduce costs is to draw
on the expertise and production facilities
of your cable access channel or communi-
ty college.

• Clearly define the content of the video
before you go into production. Do your
research. Outline issues. Identify
resources.

• Focus on a few key topics in the video.
Keep it short and be concise to keep the
audience’s attention.

• High production standards are critical to
establish credibility. Citizens are sophisti-
cated viewers and expect quality produc-
tion.

• Provide balanced viewpoints. One-sided,
propaganda videos will not be well
received. 

• Allow a minimum of 2 to 3 months for
production time from idea creation to the
final edited copy.

• To keep a viewer’s attention, vary the 
format with photos, text, interviews, and
video footage. Avoid a “talking 
heads” approach.

Keep to the Script 
by King Patrick Leonard

In her “Production Tips” Kathleen
McMahon notes the importance of defin-
ing the content of the video before you go
into production. I’ve found that one excel-
lent way of achieving this is for planning
staff and/or interested commissioners to
prepare a rough draft of the script, getting
agreement on a strong concept and identi-
fying the important ideas to be portrayed
in the final video product.

Once the script is roughed, it can be
augmented by attaching photos or sketch-
es. Searching out historical materials that
could be included in the presentation
(such as news articles from years past) can
often best be done by staff or volunteers,
perhaps even by the local newspaper staff. 

In my experience, if there is agreement
on a quality script, regardless of who pre-
pares it, then the production work will
most likely proceed well.

Small cities cannot usually afford to
buy and maintain equipment and staff for
the production of good professional film
and/or television productions. I find that
local economic development directors are
often the people with the most expertise 
in video production, simply because they
need to do short presentations for attract-
ing business development and for enticing
film companies to come into the area.
Good professional work is both an art and
a craft, but it’s also a business that must 
of necessity, come in “on budget and on
time.” That’s when you will know that
your project was a success. 

… And remember, don’t leave anyone
important out of the credits or misspell
their name!

King Leonard, AICP, ASLA, a member of the
PCJ’s Editorial Advisory Board, has over thirty
years’ experience in city planning, redevelop-
ment, city administration, landscape design,
and construction. In addition, after attending
the Hollywood Film School in 1994 ( and after
working in a film studio for several years), he
formed a small film and television company,
“The Oakhill Group.” King Leonard would be
glad to answer any questions about accessing
film and television resources. You can contact
him by e-mail at: kplassoc@utech.net




