
Wheat Ridge Priority Based Budgeting 

Background 

Wheat Ridge is a city of around 31,000 residents 

located in the suburbs of Denver. For the past seven 

years, the City has used priority based budgeting 

when developing its annual budget. Using a priority 

based budgeting process has allowed the City to 

align its resources and assets with budget priorities 

to link financial needs with the City Council’s 

Strategic Goals. 
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Sector 
• Economic 

 

What is Priority Based Budgeting 

Priority based budgeting is a budgeting method used by local 

governments to align their financial resources with community goals. 

Rather than basing a budget off of revisions to the previous years’, 

local governments take a holistic approach to developing a budget 

that prioritizes programs and services to invest in, preserve, and 

enhance those most valuable for the community. 

 

 

 

 

The process is scalable to 

communities of all sizes, and 

when undergoing a priority 

based budgeting process, a 

community reviews all of its 

programs and their costs, and 

evaluates their impact and 

alignment with community 

goals. This then provides 

decision makers with needed 

information to set forth on 

developing an annual budget 

that focuses on programs that 

strengthen their community and 
meet short and long-term goals.  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BFi9hFoV1NRGCVMuygFCNvgfJW0v70_6tZ65u__ZrW4/edit
http://pbbcenter.org/
http://pbbcenter.org/


Why did Wheat Ridge Pursue Priority Based Budgeting? 

Often times communities use priority based budgeting as a method for 

helping them prioritize funding decisions in times when budgets are tight, 

or even when budget cuts need to be made. Wheat Ridge is an unusual 

case in that when they first pursued PBB, they weren’t in this situation; 

they wanted to be more proactive and avoid finding themselves in a crisis 

mode where they would have to cut significant amounts of money just to 

balance their budget.  
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How has Wheat Ridge used it? 

Wheat Ridge has been using priority based budgeting during their 

annual budgeting process for the last 7 years. Around 45 City staff go 

through a five-point process to evaluate each program across all 

departments to determine results, define results, identify programs 

and services, score programs based on their influence on achieving 

results, and prioritize programs. The prioritization results then are 

aligned with the City Council’s goals and funds are allocated to 

programs. For 2017, for example, those were: Safe Community; 

Economic Vitality; Desirable, Diverse, and Connected Neighborhoods; 

Healthy, Attractive, and Well-Maintained Community; Effective 

Transportation and Mobility Options; and Good Governance. 

 

The City primarily uses the process to focus on budget variances from 

year to year when project costs don’t align with actual costs. For 

example, variances may occur in years with heavy snowfall where funds 

were not adequately appropriated for snow removal, etc. The City 

tracks any program with a $5,000 or more variance to help improve 

future need projections. The City has also used the process to develop 

and manage and $100,000 contingency fund for allocating needed funds 

for unexpected costs.  

 

 

http://www.ci.wheatridge.co.us/DocumentCenter/View/18784/Vision-Goals-and-Priorities
http://www.ci.wheatridge.co.us/DocumentCenter/View/18784/Vision-Goals-and-Priorities
http://www.ci.wheatridge.co.us/DocumentCenter/View/18784/Vision-Goals-and-Priorities
http://www.ci.wheatridge.co.us/DocumentCenter/View/18784/Vision-Goals-and-Priorities
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What benefits have they seen? 

Wheat Ridge has seen a number of benefits from using priority based 

budgeting over the last seven years, including: 

 

• Using priority based budgeting has helped shape budgeting conversations 

across departments to meet City goals 

• Staff have a better understanding of programs offered across the City and 

their impacts  

• The City’s 2018 budget saw a reduction of $657,000 in budget requests to 

fund critical programs 

• By not over-budgeting programs, the City is able to allocate the right 

amount of resources in the right place, which helps avoid cutting funds 

from programs 
• Staff use priority based 

budgeting criteria when 

evaluating requests to fund new 

programs and positions 

• Officials are seeing a positive 

return on investment through the 

budgeting process 

Seedlings growing at the Nursery 

Aerial view of Wheat Ridge 

https://www.ci.wheatridge.co.us/DocumentCenter/View/27649/2018-Adopted-Budget?bidId=
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Lessons learned/advice for others? 

The City has learned a number of lessons throughout its experience 

using priority based budgeting. Heather Geyer, Administrative Services 

Director for Wheat Ridge, noted that for anyone interested in pursuing 

this process, they should understand that it takes significant time and 

effort to go through the scoring process and use the prioritization 

array for every City program. To do the process effectively, there 

needs to be information gathered city-wide, which means it needs to 

be a priority to get broad buy-in support. However, this can lead to a 

positive shift in thinking about programs and budgets, enabling 

communities to do a critical analysis of the true costs of programs and 

providing them an opportunity to think about things they can stop 

doing if there’s not a big enough impact and shift focus to other 

priority areas of work. 

Economic

Vitality

Cultivates and encourages a 
safe,  desirable , attractive and 
livable community with diverse  
neighborhoods, quality housing 

choices and regionally 
accessible mobility options

Facilitates  business development 
and growth through appropriate 

incentives, shared resources, 
community partnerships and 
"business-friendly", efficient 

processes

Stimulates economic growth by 
encouraging investment in well-

planned , sustainable development, 
redevelopment and  community  

revitalization supported by 
sufficient city services and 

infrastructure Preserves its long-term financial 
well-being by seeking new and  

diversified revenue streams that 
help fund its priorities

Recruits, retains and supports 
a balanced mix of sustainable 
businesses that enhance and 
diversify the City's economy, 

create jobs and provide 
residents with services that 
meet their day-to-day needs

Desirable, Diverse 

and Connected 

Neighborhoods

Plans, builds and maintains quality 
infrastructure that safely connects the 
community, enhances its livability and 
is both pedestrian and cyclist friendly  

Encourages and promotes 
neighborhood development and 

revitalization that is well-planned, 
properly regulated and capitalizes on 

its regional location

Collaboratively encourages and 
provides community events, 

neighborhood gatherings, quality 
educational opportunities, 

leisure-time activities, basic 
services and amenities that 

support and connect the 
community  

Promotes, supports and sustains well-
maintained, safe, clean and visually 

appealing neighborhoods, commercial 
areas and public spaces

Fosters a  welcoming, inclusive 
environment that instills community 

pride and creates neighborhood 
identity through citizen involvement, 
engagement, participation and two-

way interaction 

Supports the availability of a variety of 
quality and attractive housing choices 
that meet the needs of the community

Effective 

Transportation and 

Mobility Options

Plans, builds and maintains a 
transportation network that 
eases congestion, improves 

traffic flow, facilitates regional 
commuting and enhances 

accessibility

Promotes and supports a 
variety of accessible and 

convenient regional public 
transit options that 

enhance the livability of the 
community

Provides and maintains 
accessible, safe and well-

planned mobility alternatives 
for cyclists and pedestrians 

that encourage a walkable and 
connected community

Provides a system of safe, 
clean, reliable and well-

maintained streets, 
sidewalks, bridges and 

stormwater infrastructure   

Good Governance

Protects, manages and 
optimizes its financial, human, 

physical and technology 
resources

Attracts, motivates and 
develops a high-quality, 
engaged and productive 

workforce

Advances City interests and 
secures resources through 

regionalism and 
partnerships

Delivers responsive and 
courteous service to its internal 
and external customers, while 
ensuring timely and effective 

two-way communication  

Supports decision-
making with timely and 
accurate short-term and 

long-range analysis

Enables and enhances openness 
and transparency by ensuring 

accountability, honesty, 
efficiency, best practices and 
innovation in all operations

Provides assurance of 
regulatory and policy 

compliance to minimize 
and mitigate risk

Wheat Ridge Strategic Goals 

Healthy, Attractive 

and Well-maintained 

Community

Promotes healthy, active 
lifestyles through a variety of 

diverse recreational and leisure 
time activities that help enrich 

and connect a multi-
generational community

Actively develops, renews, 
regulates and maintains a well-

planned, orderly, visually 
appealing  and welcoming 
environment for residents, 

businesses and visitors 

Continually invests in its streets, 
sidewalks, right-of-ways, storm 

drainage and other public 
infrastructure to ensure it is 

clean, well-kept and 
adequately enhanced 

Preserves, maintains and 
enhances its parks, open space, 
green space and trails systems, 
making them easily accessible Cultivates a clean, healthy and 

safe environment that provides 
for the health, physical well-
being and basic needs of a 

diverse community

Partners with the community to 
support the arts, enhance 

cultural enrichment, advance  
historic preservation  and 
provide life-long learning 

opportunities



For more information about the priority based budgeting, 

contact Heather Geyer, Administrative Services Director for 

Wheat Ridge at hgeyer@ci.wheatridge.co.us   
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