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Governance can feel thankless. 

When projects like roads, buildings, sidewalks, and lighting succeed,
they are a feather in the cap. Simultaneously, when there are
extended delays and overspending, the black eye remains in the
public memory for a long time. This is why capital improvement
planning (CIP) is one of the most challenging processes for
government. Many states require capital improvement plans that
are loosely standardized and leave room for local interpretation. The
projects in this portfolio are highly visible and often subject to public
scrutiny. As such, the need for transparency and the ability to justify
your spending decisions should be central to the capital
improvement planning process and more apparent to the public.
How do you achieve that without sacrificing efficiency and
effectiveness?
 
This article covers some of the challenges of CIP in the current
climate and provides some best practices that address these
challenges and will help you on your way to creating a more
operational, collaborative, plan.

Introduction
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One of the first challenges in building out a CIP is determining what
is and is not a capital project.

Some projects, like wastewater sewer pipe replacements or road
paving, are clear capital projects. There is a large budget, relative
complexity, and an estimated timeline, many of the traits that are
common to a traditional capital project. 

What about repainting fire hydrants though? There is likely a
decent-sized budget, a moderate level of complexity, yet there may
not be a clear timeline depending on city size and hydrant numbers.
While it shares many traits with a capital project the case can be
made that this is in fact a maintenance project and should be
planned for under the Operations & Maintenance (O&M) budget for
that asset group. Failure to correctly categorize projects leads to
spending money and time on projects that may not align with your
community priorities.

Poor Definition of Capital Projects
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Challenge 1



Start with clear goals for the government and community.

Take an inventory of all assets and the state of those assets with the
larger goal in mind. Once that has been done, you need to have a
structured way of classifying projects so that there is a clean
separation between maintenance projects and capital projects.
Governments that have a concrete and transparent classification
process will have an easier time developing their plan because they
can be confident that every penny of capital allocated is indeed
being spent on capital projects impacting the overall goals and
priorities (see Challenge 2). This also provides a way to assure
stakeholders that their funds are being allocated properly.

Clear Definition of Capital Projects
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Best Practice



It is quite common for the CIP to be out of alignment with the government's
master plan or other strategic planning documents. This is not done with
deliberately but is a side effect of working in department silos, incorporation
of leadership bias, pressure from stakeholders, and more. 

What are the overall goals and priorities of your government's Master Plan?
What is the purpose of having and enacting a CIP? To create a better
community, to be a tourist destination, or to be able to support the local
community and/or seasonal college population? Projects chosen for
inclusion in the CIP should strive to help advance the government's goals
and priorities.

Even when there is initial apparent alignment between the two documents, if
the CIP looks nearly identical from one year to the next, it might be a signal
that the CIP is failing to respond to shifts in the government's strategic
values.  When community/city values and priorities are not at the center
of a master plan and CIP there is more room for mission and vision drift
which lead to a lack of alignment.

Projects misaligned to master plan
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Challenge 2



Take time to carefully evaluate the priorities and values of the
government as expressed through its Master Plan and other
strategic planning documents before any projects are even
considered. Then develop a system for defining and scoring a
capital project's ability to advance those goals.

The most effective governments know their priorities, such as safety,
customer service, sustainability, etc., and sort, score, and select
capital projects based on which projects are most aligned to those
priorities (projects that impact the goal mentioned in challenge 2).
Having a system in place that allows for alignment of the initial CIP
budget to the priorities and master plan, and adjustment of that
plan annually is key to a CIP with higher implementation success.

Evaluate priorities before defining projects
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Best Practice



Most organizations muddy the waters between urgency, importance, and
complexity.

This mixing of the concepts leads to errors in the prioritization of CIP
projects. This leads to a challenge for governments that end up deferring
projects because of their complexity without regard to their importance. 

Urgency is also often confused with importance. Urgency is a measure of
time or risk. Things that are urgent must be attended to because of a
compliance deadline, emergency response, or often immediate health
and safety concerns. Importance is a measure of strategic value. Things
that are important make your community better and move the
government and community forward in meeting their long-term goals. 

Complexity is often better understood but complex capital projects are
also often avoided out of fear or politics.  Reluctance to treat urgency,
importance, and complexity as separate entities leads to confusion,
misprioritization, and bias in decision-making.  
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Challenge 3
Urgency, Importance, & Complexity



Have a means of measuring and scoring capital projects on urgency,
complexity, and importance (strategic value). Communities need to be
strategic in identifying which projects are truly urgent and which are
important. 

A great example of this is lead pipes in municipal water systems like
Flint, Michigan. The city of Flint deferred a capital project to replace its
lead pipes because they determined it was too complex, not terribly
important, and not urgent. However, once a changeover in the water
system upset the pipes leading to catastrophic contamination, the
problem became even more complex, extremely urgent, and extremely
important. The decision process used by the government failed to
consider the long-term strategic value (importance) of fixing the
system before it became urgent. 

Best practices use structured forms to collect appropriate data, reports,
and subject matter expert evaluations, in a single place for each project
so that nothing gets overlooked when scoring and selecting capital
projects. 

Evaluate priorities before defining projects
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Best Practice



Creating a balanced portfolio of capital projects can be a challenge and is
nearly impossible without the correct data, mindset and tools.

One mistake is trying to do too much with too little. This often occurs when the
government defaults on doing the largest number of projects they can within a
budget. The problem here is that doing more is not necessarily doing better.
Completing 50 projects in a year sounds impressive at a glance, but in reality,
none of those projects may have actually been important or impacted the
goals/priorities of the government. 

Another mistake is to do the opposite; taking on one giant, highly complex, and
expensive project at the cost of most others.

The third imbalance is bias and politics. Pet projects and projects selected for
optics are often chosen without regard to their strategic value. Many
municipalities do not have the processes to successfully build out a
balanced portfolio, opening the door to bias, excessive project delays, and
missed opportunities to properly align to priorities.
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Challenge 4
Responding to politics; doing too much or too little



Creating a balanced portfolio of capital projects begins with looking at
strategic value (importance). 

As mentioned earlier, having a consistent way of scoring strategic value,
urgency, and complexity allows one to compare all projects across a portfolio.
Many governments use spreadsheets and manual scoring to accomplish this;
however, it is increasingly common and more effective and efficient to use
software that can streamline the process for you and ensure consistency.
When scoring projects, look for those that offer high strategic value, low
complexity and/or high urgency. These are quick wins that are easy and
urgent yet are important to achieving your community goals.

Next look at high strategic value, moderately urgent and moderate complexity,
and so on until you have a robust portfolio that maximizes your budget.
Instead of building a strategy around projects, the best practice should be to
score and select projects aligned most closely to your priorities to create an
optimized strategy with the highest total strategic value. Shifting to this way of
thinking allows governments to use capital projects more tactically in service
of a more comprehensive strategy.    

Use a dedicated strategic software
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Best Practice



At Allovance, our mission is to make smart decision-making
accessible to cities and organizations of all sizes. Working with
governments, universities, and utilities across the globe, we are
helping people plan more strategically and more efficiently
allocate their capital to advance their mission. We offer an all-in-
one software solution ideal for CIP, Strategic Planning, and other
decision and prioritization-centric needs as well as coaching for
facilitation and implementation.

To partner with Allovance in 2022 and beyond, reach out to our
team here.

To become an Allovance Certified Decision Coach, and make an
impact every day, take a look at our certification program, offered
in partnership with the University of Michigan, here.

Use a dedicated strategic software

Allovance
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