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City Insights: In Conversation with Dani Hess 
 

 
 

Summary 
Dani Hess joins Tamey and Tammy to give an insider’s look into our process of planning and 
executing City Insights, discuss what we learned from city leaders from our conversations, get 
an update on Bozeman’s equity action planning efforts, and discuss the importance of 
advancing equity in local government. 
 

Transcript 

Tamey (00:12): 
And we're back. 

Tammy (00:14): 
Indeed, we are. And we're back with a special guest who I'm excited to chat with and I will 
introduce shortly. But first, welcome, everyone to City Insights. I'm Tammy Freeman. 

Tamey (00:25): 
And I'm Tamey Habtu. 

Tammy (00:27): 



   
 

   
 

Thank you to those who are listening for joining us for this conversation. I hope you've had an 
opportunity to listen to part one of our podcast, where we introduced City Insights. There we 
shared what City Insights is all about. And I hope you've had an opportunity to read through the 
documents, City Insights: Equity in Action. Highly recommend that you listen to the podcast and 
read through the document before listening to this podcast, as it will help provide the 
necessary background and context since we're going to build off of those resources for this 
conversation here. 

Tamey (01:02): 
I completely agree, Tammy. I'll just take a moment to offer a quick overview to reorient 
listeners to City Insights. MITRE’s Social Justice Platform collaborated with the city of Bozeman, 
Montana to support Bozeman's equity action planning process. As a part of this work, we held a 
series of conversations with leaders from various cities across North America who are actively 
working to improve equity for their residents. City Insights is a product of these conversations, 
containing key insights and best practices from their work. 

Tammy (01:33): 

Thank you, Tamey. And so today we're here with Dani Hess, community engagement 
coordinator for Bozeman Montana. 

Tamey (01:40): 
I'm super excited for this. 

Tammy (01:42): 
As am I, Tamey. So, in her role at the city of Bozeman, Montana, community engagement 
coordinator Dani Hess helps people stay informed and actively participate in their 
neighborhoods and in city projects. She works with residents, community organizations and 
staff to broaden in deepen outreach and reduce barriers to participation in city decisions and 
projects. Dani also works to address equity and inclusion in Bozeman with a core team of 20 
staff and community partners to develop the city's first equity and inclusion plan. Dani is a MSU 
graduate in community health, a learner in Spanish, lover of bicycles and drinking coffee 
outside. Dani, welcome. It is so great to be in conversation with you again. It's been entirely too 
long, and we have so much catching up to do. 

Dani (02:30): 
Yes, we do, Tammy. I am so excited to be jumping back into this conversation with both you 
and Tamey. We've come a long way since this idea was hatched. 

Tammy (02:41): 
We have come such a long way, and it's really nice to have the opportunity to reflect on this 
journey. So, let's go ahead and jump in. So, while we do have a predefined agenda to help guide 
this conversation for structure and flow and we'll try our best to stick to it, but let's also 



   
 

   
 

conduct this podcast in the way that we normally work together and we know what we want to 
accomplish, but we also like to play it by ear a little bit. So, let's see where we wind up. 

Dani (03:10): 
Love it. Yep. That sounds perfect. 

Tammy (03:12): 
All right. So, I'm a huge fan of “Emergent Strategy.” It is a great book by Adrienne Maree Brown 
and also emergent strategy as a practice. And so, for those who are unfamiliar with Emergent 
Strategy, in Adrienne Maree Brown's words, Emergent Strategy is about how we can 
intentionally change in ways that grow our capacity to embody the just and liberated worlds we 
long for. So, the not so secret secret is that I brought emergent strategy to our effort with City 
Insights and work to embody the principles, so that we can be open and adaptive to the process 
of creating change and facilitating transformative justice. In the book, Emergent Strategy 
there's a quote that says, "There's a conversation that only the people in this room can have. 
Find it." And that quote to me is just so powerful. 

Tamey (04:05): 

I love that. 

Tammy (04:06): 
Yeah. I feel like that is what we did in our conversation with city leaders, and that's what I hope 
to do in this conversation. So, let's begin by talking about the process of this effort, the why and 
the how and I'll start. One thing I really felt worked was the emergence aspect of this effort. We 
were clear on where we wanted to go, but, again, just flexible on how we got there. And I think 
this allowed us to shift and be responsive to what we were learning along the way since we 
weren't overly prescriptive in how we conducted this work, it created the space to discover, 
uncover and iterate based on what we heard and learned. 

Dani (04:43): 
Oh my gosh, I love that. And Tammy, I'm so glad that you mentioned Adrienne Maree Brown 
and her Emergent Strategy just like right at the get go here. And I can't even remember when 
and how I came across her work, but it also informs the work that I'm doing with our equity and 
inclusion initiative here in Bozeman and definitely informed the work we did. So, I don't know. 
Shout out to you for also being an Adrienne Maree Brown fangirl. I don't know if you turned me 
onto that or if I was already on that journey when we converged to do this effort together, but I 
love that idea of focus and clarity on where we want to go, but really allowing a process to 
unfold in getting us there. So, the way that played out in conversations with all of the different 
communities we spoke with was, essentially, we started with a bank of questions that helped us 
investigate a few themes that we really wanted to dig into. But then our conversations really 
unfolded in a cool way that allowed for that unfolding focus on a handful of important themes. 

Tammy (05:51): 



   
 

   
 

So, Dani, I'm going to take credit for introducing you to Emergent Strategy. 

Dani (05:55): 
Take it. Take it. You can have it. 

Tammy (05:56): 
I don't know if that’s accurate, but I'm going to take credit for it. 

Tamey (06:02): 
I think about how easy and effortless these conversations felt. And it was like we were old 
friends. When we think about the process, we created room for candid conversations that 
helped us, like you said, Tammy, find the conversation that only those people in the room can 
have. 

Tammy (06:19): 
Absolutely. Our process helped facilitate that ease, but also, I think our principles and our 
mindset and approach to this work. And so, our mindset was about openness and humility and 
grace, and we centered those we spoke with. And we made sure that our conversations were 
about listening and learning. We were also intentional about the embodiment of these 
principles and exhibited them when we worked together, us, as a group, and in our 
conversations with city leaders. So, it isn't enough really in my mind to have principles on paper 
or, in our case, a MURAL canvas, but they have to be put in action and exhibited in how we 
work and then also what we produce. And I will echo what we heard repeatedly in 
conversations with city leaders, and that is equity is both a process and an outcome. And I 
believe we made a decent effort to ensure we embedded equity into the process of our work. 

Tammy (07:18): 
Well, we weren't perfect. Nothing is. But what we were able to do, I think, really helped. And I 
think it was also instrumental in creating a space where transparency and honesty could thrive. 
So, Tamey, just how you noted that the conversations felt easy and effortless. I think that that 
was part of the reason why. 

Dani (07:40): 
Yeah, that's right. I think we went into those conversations with a learning mindset and that 
humility, but we wanted to go deeper than just the elevator pitch or what you could find on a 
website for any one of these communities and their equity work. We really wanted to dig into 
those unique insights. We wanted to hear about places where different organizations got stuck. 
We wanted to hear about the things that they felt were successful and the things that their 
community felt were successful, and then touch on those common themes across communities 
in varying stages of their equity work. I think local governments are doing so much around 
planning for and actualizing or operationalizing equity. And each community takes a unique 
approach, which is really what grounds the work in local context and community that's so 



   
 

   
 

important. So, it was really cool to hear about all of those varying approaches, but still be able 
to connect the dots around those common themes. 

Tammy (08:40): 
Absolutely. 

Tamey (08:42): 
Yeah, absolutely. If you have the document in front of you, you'll see that the interview 
responses were separated into three sections, Defining Equity, Engaging with the Community, 
and Turning Commitment to Action. Dani, what was the thought process behind the 
development of these sections? 

Dani (08:59): 
So, I think starting out with the Defining Equity theme or section, I think in Bozeman, as we 
were beginning this work about a year ago, there was a lot of buzz in our community around 
defining equity, specifically, but more broadly, just common language around this work. And 
what was the process or what will be the process for how we define those key terms and build 
understanding around those key terms. Equity is a huge word that means a lot of different 
things to a lot of different people. And so, it was important for me to just right from the get-go, 
start at square one, define common language and hear from other communities about how 
they went through that process and took ownership over those really important words that 
we're going to be using over and over throughout this work. 

Dani (09:52): 
Let's see. The second theme, Engaging with the Community, that really comes from, again, my 
curiosity and practice as community engagement coordinator for the city. I'm always bringing 
that lens to conversations I'm a part of. And community engagement is fundamental to this 
work. And so, we were eager to hear from other communities and learn about emerging 
practices from those community engagement practitioners and equity practitioners. And then 
finally the Turning Commitment into Action. I think we're always having a lot of conversations 
around how we will do this work or at least I am, and we're taking the time to listen. We're 
taking the time to learn, but what does walking that talk look like? And what are some of those 
concrete examples that other communities are really proud to share about how they've 
followed through on those commitments or those conversations in equity work? 

Tammy (10:50): 
So much good stuff here. I wanted just to backtrack quickly and just say that these three 
questions, I think we referred to them as guiding questions in the document City Insights Equity 
in Action. But Dani, you mentioned shared language and language is so important. And we have 
to make sure that we do the work upfront to help everyone involved have a common language. 
A common language for social justice and equity work is absolutely critical. And so, one 
example I think is equity versus equality, which I think are terms that are used interchangeably, 
but they are not the same thing at all. They are drastically different. And so, I think even making 



   
 

   
 

sure that even the simple words that we think people understand are defined and agreed upon 
is absolutely critical. Without doing this, we leave things subject to misinterpretation, which will 
lead to problems at some future point. 

Tammy (11:50): 
The other thing I will say is I agree wholeheartedly with a lot of what you said, but when we talk 
about the term expert, I use the term practitioner. I'm constantly learning and unlearning, and I 
do so from multiple sources, just like a student, really. And so, it doesn't matter if someone, 
what their role or position is. I actually learned some of my best lessons from some of the most 
unlikely sources. So again, language matters deeply. And so, by me shifting to practitioner, 
instead of using the expert, I think I'm also signaling to others who I am and how I approach this 
word. 

Dani (12:31): 
Love that. 

Tamey (12:33): 

And I think that embodies the spirit of City Insights as well. There's so much information that 
we can always learn from each other, a city that's starting this work can learn so much from the 
experiences of a city 10 years in. And a city 10 years in can learn so much from a city that just 
started this past year. So, we spoke to seven cities, I think. Lots of information. So many 
impactful initiatives happening in these cities. Did you have an aha moment during any of these 
conversations? 

Dani (13:04): 
Yeah. This is classic community engagement practitioner, but I think my aha moment that kept 
happening in each of these conversations is that engagement is equity. So many communities 
we talked to talked about the ways that they're centering the voices from the community in 
their efforts, whether that was supporting existing grassroots efforts in Flagstaff with that La 
Plaza Vieja planned or Philadelphia with their community engagement toolkit. People are 
experts in their own lived experiences. And if local governments or public agencies at any sort 
of scale are going to do this work, we have to just deconstruct that expert mindset from the top 
down and shift focus to people's lived experience really informing this work. So, I think that was 
my aha moment that kept recurring throughout the process. 

Tamey (14:02): 
I like that a lot. 

Tammy (14:03): 
Yes. Tamey, what about you? 

Tamey (14:05): 



   
 

   
 

I would say that my aha moment came from looking at the interviews as a whole and seeing the 
heterogeneity of the different cities. What equity looks like for each city, it can be completely 
different. So, while, on one hand, a great priority for Flagstaff was shining a light on the 
indigenous voice through community engagement. On the other hand, a great priority for 
Philadelphia was rebuilding trust through community engagement. So, it's important for each 
city to work with their residents to understand the historical context and what their greatest 
priorities are in the path towards equity. 

Tammy (14:40): 
And listening to you all, I'm just amazed at the richness and ease of the conversations with city 
leaders that allowed us to have these very candid discussions around what's happening and 
what's working, and probably most importantly, what didn't work or where they learned. I think 
that's where we got a lot of goodness. And I really think about and reflect on these 
conversations often and about how much these cities have accomplished in their equity efforts 
is really quite remarkable. 

Dani (15:10): 

Yeah. Yeah. I agree. I think local governments are the closest to the people. I think that's a 
phrase that's pretty familiar to folks who do work in government. We have the most direct 
interaction with members of our communities constantly all day, every day. And I think because 
of just the amount of engagement by proximity, we are constantly innovating by necessity and 
that suits itself really well to equity work. I think you have to take risks and you have to iterate 
and you have to improve. And that's another really important component of doing the work at 
the local government level. 

Tammy (15:58): 
And I just wanted to add that it's a messy, non-linear process. And I think being comfortable 
with that is so critically important to making sure that this work gets executed or gets done in a 
way that is equitable. And execute is probably not the best word to use. So again, I'm still 
challenging my own language. 

Dani (16:18): 
That's right. Yeah. 

Tammy (16:19): 
So just to be sure this work gets done and it doesn't look like what other things may look like. 

Tamey (16:26): 
Dani, I'm curious to know where you are now in your equity action planning process. Could you 
share a little bit? 

Dani (16:33): 



   
 

   
 

Yeah. Yeah. So, I've got some exciting updates to share and to prevent me from just rattling 
through them, you have to stop me and ask a question or a follow up, so I'm not just speaking 
in paragraphs here, because I could. So, I think the thing that I'm most excited about right now 
is the progress we've made to build our internal core team of city staff to guide the 
development of our equity and inclusion plan. So, we are calling this group, the Belonging in 
Bozeman Core Team, and we started the process off early spring. I think it was March when we 
initiated this nomination and application and review process for folks who were interested in 
serving on this team. And so, we did a road show across city departments and offered 
presentations and meetings with different departments and different employee groups to 
describe the effort and invite people to apply, if they were interested. 

Dani (17:36): 
We had a super simple application form that just asked folks to describe their perception of 
their unique experiences and insights and value that they could add to this work. And we were 
really intentional about how we defined diversity on this team. So, we sought folks from every 
single city department. We sought folks from all work roles and levels of leadership from 
frontline staff, to managers, to directors. People who are out working on city streets and water 
and storm water systems to folks who are working in city hall. And then of course we were 
really wanting to get good representation across identity. So, race, ethnicity, age, ability, 
gender identity, all of those things. 

Dani (18:30): 
So now we have a really awesome team put together of about 20 staff who are raring to go in 
this effort. And I think we've put in a lot of good work over the last few months to establish 
some rapport and develop some relationships and build trust in this space, because the work 
that we're embarking on is going to be hard work and it's going to be messy work and it's going 
to require hard conversations and vulnerability and all the good stuff that is required to make 
change. And so, we've actually adapted Adrienne Maree Brown's community agreements. Went 
through those together as a group and made changes to them as needed to make them really 
relevant to the work that we were doing. But that's one really exciting update on the internal 
infrastructure that we're setting up to do this work. 

Tamey (19:27): 
That's amazing. I was wondering, were there any key insights from the interviews that you all 
were able to incorporate into the process of developing your team? 

Dani (19:40): 
Yeah. Yeah. There were a handful of other or organizations that we spoke to that were also in 
that process or rethinking how they structured their core teams initially. And so, I think that 
was validating for us to hear like, "Oh yeah, it really is worth it to put in the time and intention 
to convene a diverse and representative team to guide this work from the inside out." So that 
was really validating. And then going back to the definitions, I think that was another important 
insight from these conversations. We also have been really intentional within that Belonging in 



   
 

   
 

Bozeman group of building consensus around and co-creating those definitions around equity, 
equality, inclusion, and belonging. So, we're still in the process of making that happen. 

Dani (20:31): 
And so, the last thing I'll mention here just as far as progress updates here in Bozeman. We 
don't have a dedicated equity office. We don't have a full-time staff person who is leading this 
work besides the chunk of my day-to-day that is dedicated to equity and inclusion work. And so, 
we are bringing in some outside consultants. So, we have a request for proposals that is closing 
at the end of this week, actually, to bring in some expertise from the outside. And what that 
means, I think, for us hopefully is that we get a handful of really awesome local diversity, equity 
and inclusion consultants as well as national expertise. So, we're hoping for a mixed project 
team to submit a proposal for that. 

Tammy (21:21): 
That is super exciting. I really would love to be a fly on the wall in some of these conversations 
and just observe some of these things that you're doing. Because I think that this is, again, 
building the foundations to create a city where people can really grow and be free of the 
burdens of bias and inequity. That sounds amazing. And there's so much that you said Dani that 
I would like to parse out and talk about every sentence, but we don't have time. I wish we 
could. But I do want to talk about community engagement at large and what that term means, 
in action. And I think we see that in City Insights Equity in Action, but I do find there's this wide 
range of interpretations of the term community engagement. So much so, I've been looking for 
a term or terms that more accurately describe what I mean when I say community engagement. 

Tammy (22:20): 
So, for me, I'm talking about maybe equitable community engagement or maybe even a better 
term could be radical participation, like what the organization, Creative Reaction Lab does with 
their I think it's equity centered community design framework. And so, when I say community 
engagement, I'm thinking about how we can shift the structures and practice in place that 
create an equity. How do we move away from the status quo to really bring about sustainable 
and transformative change by addressing issues at the root, with the people who experience 
the issue. So, I always refer to the spectrum of community engagement by Rosa Gonzalez. It is 
an amazing resource that I reference often. And so, on her spectrum on one end, I think it's the 
far left, there is inform and consult, which I think is the traditional model of community 
engagement. 

Tammy (23:21): 
A lot of, I think, activities are limited to, "We're going to do something and we're going to tell 
you what we're going to do 24 hours before we do it." That's inform. But I think the impact of 
those activities are usually leading to marginalization and tokenization of people. So, when I 
talk about community engagement, I think of deep collaboration and deference to the 
community, much like what you do in Bozeman, much like with the cities that we spoke to do. 
And so, in that final section of City Insights Equity in Action, where we have the header, what 



   
 

   
 

we can do, underlying those approaches outlined is the concept of deep collaboration with co-
creation and, if possible, deference to communities to be empowered to create solutions that 
work for them. So, when I'm talking about community engagement, that is what I mean. And 
so, I will step off my soapbox now. 

Dani (24:20): 
I think that everything you've said there, Tammy, is super important and we are inching 
towards that transformational change in how we do community engagement here in Bozeman. 
And I think that's a really important part of this equity and inclusion planning process is it's an 
opportunity for us to try some things that we haven't tried before in community engagement. 
And so, we're leaving behind maybe just the survey and focus groups and interviews and 
community forums and stepping into this space where we really hand over some power and 
influence to the folks who are going to be and are most affected by this work. So, piloting 
something like a community liaison program where we recognize that the city asking for input 
on something is not going to fly when we're asking people hard questions about how their lives 
are impacted by harmful policies or practices at the local government level. 

Dani (25:28): 
Those are conversations that are had between people who know each other and trust each 
other. And so, something like a community liaison program could help get us much more rich 
insight into some of those issues when we're compensating an individual, a trusted individual in 
a community to be that point of contact or be that bridge between local government and a 
marginalized community. And I think my commitment as the person on the city side of things is 
to help create space for that change to be meaningful and to go somewhere. And so, to support 
city leadership and my colleagues in different departments and saying, "Hey, it's okay for us to 
take this risk, as long as we can all be on board about really acting on the input that we get 
from the community.” Because I'm not about to go out and ask questions of vulnerable or 
marginalized communities, ask for their input on things that we aren't willing to really make 
change around. 

Dani (26:36): 
So, I think that's my role and the role of other community engagement practitioners that in 
local government too, is to carve out space and build comfort and confidence on the inside in 
city hall for that change to really be meaningful and go somewhere. 

Tammy (26:54): 
Dani, I'm playing the virtual tambourine over here, because everything you said was so 
absolutely spot on. And you're really talking about how might we redefine roles that people or 
institutions play and the relationships between them. And I think that is so important to this 
work to make sure that we are not recreating would already exist just because we have better 
intentions, intentions don't really matter here. Impact does. And so how do we enact processes 
that get us to where we want to be, and that's not by doing the same thing over and over again. 



   
 

   
 

So, it's really cool to hear that you are piloting and trying different ways of doing things and 
different approaches that will get you closer to where you want to be. So, kudos. Amazing. 

Tammy (27:45): 
You know what? I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but it's about time for us to wrap up. And 
I don't want to go because there's so much here that I want to talk about, but we don't have 
time, but maybe this will be to be continued. I don't know. But before we go, Dani, I'm going to 
ask you to step into the hot seat. 

Dani (28:02): 
Okay. Here we go. 

Tammy (28:05): 
All right. Okay. You ready? 

Dani (28:06): 
I'm ready. I'm so ready. 

Tammy (28:09): 

Okay. Here we go. So, in City Insights Equity in Action, we mentioned the importance of futures 
thinking and the need to really reimagine what should be. And in doing this, we can ask 
ourselves, “what if?” and move outside of existing dogmatic practices and ideas that are rooted 
in inequity and to be able to be free to imagine or reimagine what could and should be without 
those constraints. And to the insights, we talked about the importance of setting that a vision 
that can articulate that future-staking activity and the vision that articulates where we want to 
go when it comes to creating and sustaining equity. So, Dani, take us to Bozeman, Montana, 
2050. What does it look like? What's happening or what's not happening? Can you share a 
future's vision of an equitable Bozeman in about 30 years? 

Dani (29:08): 
Yeah. I love this question. And I think this is one of the most exciting facets of our engagement 
plan as a part of the equity and inclusion plan development is asking this question, having this 
conversation with as many folks in the community as we can. And so, "Okay, here's our time to 
dream big." I think it's easy to think about, "Oh, Bozeman, 2050." You get that image of the 
Jetsons, that TV show where everyone's flying around in little pods and stuff. But really when it 
comes down to it, Bozeman in 2050. I imagine a place where people with all kinds of diverse 
identities and backgrounds can live their best lives essentially, to say it casually. But we have 
our mission statement for this work, which is that Bozeman is a place where every resident, 
every visitor, every community member, every city of Bozeman employee feels welcome, safe, 
and like they can thrive, regardless of their identity, regardless of their life circumstance. 

Dani (30:19): 



   
 

   
 

So, I think that's the really broad and flowery language version. But it's really about everyone 
being able to not only access the basic services and resources that they need to thrive, 
education, healthcare, employment, whatever, housing. It's not about that. It's about everyone 
being able to live their best life and to live the quality of life that they want to live and to reach 
their full potential and to be joyful human beings, regardless of their identity or life 
circumstance. So as far as what that looks like on the ground, I'm excited to dig into that with 
big vision people. But that's my vision, a city where everyone can live their best lives. 

Tammy (31:05): 
A city where everyone can live their best lives. I love it. I love it. And I plan to be around in 2050. 
So… 

Dani (31:12): 
Yeah, come on down. Come on over to Bozeman. 

Tammy (31:14): 
And we're going to have to sit and have tea and look at the dream realized in Bozeman. So 
hopefully we'll be able to do that. But, Dani, this has been great. Again, a lot of what you said 
resonates, and I wish we had more time to dig deeper into some of the nuance and some of the 
micro pieces of this. But I think it's really amazing to hear how far you've come along in your 
equity action planning work. And I'm really excited to have the opportunity to take the journey 
with you. And I just want to thank you for joining us in this conversation. It's always a pleasure 
to speak with you and to work with you. And just, again, exciting to hear how much you've 
progressed in your work in advancing equity in the city of Bozeman. And before we close, I do 
want to give you the opportunity to share any final thoughts that you want us to know. 

Dani (32:14): 
Man, I would just say thank you so much to Tammy and Tamey for making this whole resource 
come to life and the team at MITRE, you all have been so amazing in supporting our learning 
journey here in Bozeman and I think doing the same for the communities that participated. So, 
thank you to the social justice platform and the team over there for helping bring this thing to 
life. It's been an absolute joy working with you all. So, cheers to that. 

Tammy (32:46): 
Same here. I'm in awe of what we were able to co-create together, all of us, all the cities in true 
collaboration and what this work should look like. So, I'm overjoyed. So, everyone listening, 
thank you for joining us for this part two of City Insights podcast. So, City Insights is not in here. 
It continues with you, their listeners. So, we encourage you to engage with us on social media. 
You can use the hashtag City Insights. On Twitter, you can tag MITRE. Dani, is there a Twitter 
handle for Bozeman you can share? 

Dani (33:23): 



   
 

   
 

Yeah. So, it's @cityofbzn. That's our handle on Twitter and Instagram as well. 

Tammy (33:33): 
Instagram too. Wonderful. So, yes, engage to share your thoughts and ideas. And also feel free 
to share City Insights Equity in Action, the document, with others who you think may benefit 
from or would be interested in this resource. And I think that's a wrap for us. 

Dani (33:48): 
Cheers, y'all. 

Tamey (33:48): 
Cheers. 
 


