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introduction
Poudre Libraries’ community engagement model is base d on the Harwood Institute for Public Innovation’s 

“Turn Outward” practice. This nationally-recognized  engagement model encourages governments and other 

public organizations like libraries to turn their p erspective from looking inward—at our best guess ab out 

what the community needs—to looking outward—at a co mmunity’s actual aspirations as stated by a wide 

sweep of residents. 

Poudre Libraries practices turning outward to bette r understand our community, be more proactive to 

community needs and issues, and put community aspira tions �rst. Using the “Turn Outward” practice, whic h 

includes a variety of activities and tools, Poudre Libraries authentically engages members of the comm unity 

and generates “public knowledge” to inform decision -making of all kinds.

P U B L I C  K N OW L E D G E E X P E RT K N OW L E D G E

Comes from authentically engaging with people 

about their aspirations, their concerns, and how the y 

see or experience their community.

Comes from professional analysis and reporting 

of statistics, trend data, poll data, audience and 

market studies.

Presented in plain language that everyone can 

understand.

Often presented in language only professionals 

understand.
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By using “public knowledge” alongside “expert knowl edge” from other local, state, and national 

organizations, entities like Poudre Libraries can m ake more strategic and informed decisions about ser vices 

and long-term planning.

Our Approach
Poudre Libraries used two speci�c “Turn Outward” 

engagement methods to gather, analyze, and share ci tizen 

input about their aspirations for our community’s f uture 

while also informing the Library’s 2026-2028 strate gic plan. 

1 .  A S K  I N T E RV I E WS
The “Ask Interview” approach serves as a quick way to 

engage people and learn what matters to them. Poudr e 

Libraries used four questions at various community events 

as well as online to interact with individuals. All  questions 

were presented in English and Spanish.

2 .  C O M M U N I T Y C O N V E R SAT I O N S
Facilitated, small group conversations develop a dee per understanding of people’s shared aspirations 

and concerns and provides key insights into people’ s lived experiences. Poudre Libraries conducted thr ee 

Community Conversations in 2025 which used 10 quest ions designed to create dialogue. Participants rang ed 

in age, socioeconomic status, and neighborhoods, re presenting a variety of perspectives. 

By starting with shared 

aspirations, people articulate 

what they are for (not against) 

and re�ect actionable, doable, 

and achievable goals. Focus on 

what matters to people creates 

an immediate sense of possibility.

- Rich Harwood
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community aspirations
Between May and August 2025, Poudre Libraries held numerous “Ask Interview” sessions in-person and 

online to engage with residents across the Library District’s service area. 

The quick, 4-question conversation included:

1.	 What kind of community do you want to live in?

2.	 Why is that important to you?

3.	 How is that different from how you see things now?

4.	 What are some of the things that need to happen to create that kind of change?

The information collected by the Library re�ects mo re than 1,300 individuals’ perspectives and experie nces 

living in Fort Collins and surrounding communities,  and over 4,800 unique comments. 

The following six themes emerged from the responses  and re�ect the most prevalent hopes for the 

community. 
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Aspirations + Actions that Can Make a Difference
One sentiment that came up repeatedly is concern th at we have become (or are becoming) a less kind and  

caring community. People often mentioned current soc ial and political divisiveness as a barrier to achi eving 

community cohesion and change. 

Despite areas of divisiveness, participants are pro ud of the Fort Collins and Northern Colorado commun ity 

and feel strongly that there are many bene�ts to li ving in the area. Individuals point to places like Old Town 

and the many wonderful parks and natural areas as h ighly valued amenities. 

1 .  C A R E ,  S U P P O RT,  &  K I N D N E S S
Our community members aspire to live in a place fou nded on compassion, kindness, and mutual support. 

They desire neighborhoods where people know each ot her and look out for one another, lending a hand 

when needed. People want a community where acts of kindness, civility, and empathy are the norms. 

Possible Community Actions

•	 Create neighborhood-focused events and outreach 
to build connections

•	 Host community potlucks, bon�res, etc.

• 	 Do acts of kindness

•	 Slow down (in life, while driving, trying to do too  
much in one day)

• 	 Participate in volunteer opportunities

• 	 Help people with empathy and kindness

•	 Seek compromise

2 .  I N C LU S I O N  &  B E LO N G I N G
Our community members want to live in a place 

that is welcoming to people of all ages, background s, beliefs, 

and abilities; where people feel safe and valued no  matter their 

identity. Respondents expressed that a welcoming com munity is 

important for feeling safe and a feeling of belongi ng helps all to 

thrive.  

Possible Community Actions

•	 Create more peer support programs

•	 Provide Spanish and American Sign Language classes

•	 Host family activities on evenings and weekends (ou tside of typical working hours)

• 	 Plan cultural celebrations with food, music, educati on, etc.

• 	 Elevate the different voices of our diverse communi ty to share experiences and stories

• 	 Create spaces that re�ect the diversity of community

• 	 Provide multigenerational, family and kid-friendly programs and spaces

“When people feel safe, 

seen, and supported, they’re 

more able to contribute 

their unique strengths and 

help create a stronger, more 

vibrant place for everyone.”

“Communities are stronger 

and better adapted to 

change when they are 

welcoming to those who 

seek to be a part of it.”
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3 .  C O N N E C T I O N  &  E N GAG E M E N T
Our community members expressed a growing sense of disconnection and isolation. They desire more 

opportunities for social connection to learn from e ach other and bridge differences to improve quality  of life.  

Possible Community Actions

•	 Host community forums for guided discussion

•	 Provide more community involvement and volunteer opp ortunities

• 	 Offer tech-free opportunities to interact with peop le (e.g., without phones, ear buds, screens)

• 	 Build more gathering spaces that are free and access ible

• 	 Plan community-wide cultural events

• 	 Create more civilian board reviews

“Conversations often feel rushed or surface-level, and it can be hard to �nd consistent spaces for dee per 

connection, collaboration, and cultural curiosity.”

“I want to live in a space where we value human wel l-being through community and connection.”
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4 .  AC C E S S  &  E Q U I T Y
Our community members want to live in a place where  everyone can 

safely and readily get the resources and services th ey need to not 

just get by, but to thrive. They stressed that access  should be easy for 

everyone in our community, no matter their age, rac e, background, 

income, abilities, or zip code. 

Possible Community Actions

•	 Establish multilingual community navigators to help people �nd 
resources

•	 Focus on improving accessibility/ADA

•	 Expand outreach from organizations, government enti ties,  
nonpro�ts, etc.

• 	 Expand resources for addiction and mental health sup port

• 	 Improve healthcare options and access

•	 Improve housing options and affordability

5 .  E D U C AT I O N  &  L E A R N I N G
Our community values lifelong learning across a wid e range of topics and ideas. They value both formal  and 

informal opportunities including classes, activitie s, and casual skill-sharing. Many also described ed ucation 

as foundational for community building and civic en gagement.

Possible Community Actions

•	 Offer more informal and collaborative educational o pportunities 

• 	 Support the arts and humanities

• 	 Strengthen local news coverage

•	 Read more books

•	 Attend history discussions and learning 
opportunities

• 	 Expand preschool and early learning activities

• 	 Create kid-focused learning activities (e.g., meet 
civic leaders, eco science fair, young writers’  
group, etc.)

“... our community can do 

a better job at increasing 

access to a variety of 

services for community 

members with more 

limited means.”

“I want to live in a 

community that values 

learning and welcomes 

all who are wanting to 

broaden their knowledge 

and perspectives.” 

“Easy access to free 

lifelong learning is 

the spine on which 

community holds 

together.”
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6 .  E N V I R O N M E N T &  S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y
Our community appreciates the wide availability of outdoor recreational 

opportunities, are committed to being good stewards of land and resources, 

focused on protecting the environment, and care abou t protecting 

environmental resources even as growth and traf�c co ntinues in the region.

Possible Community Actions

•	 Expand the bike trail system into surrounding neigh borhoods

•	 Open community kitchens

•	 Invest in more public transit

• 	 Open a community garage

•	 Offer environmental education

•	 Build public parking lots on edges of town with pub lic transports

• 	 Protect green spaces

•	 Establish a composting service

“Art & nature 

are resting 

places for  

the soul.”

“... A community of good stewards that is caring fo r all things around us.”
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community conversations
Poudre Libraries hosted three Community Conversatio ns in late October and early November 2025. Each 

session lasted approximately 90 minutes and include d diverse perspectives from community partners, 

frequent library users, and stakeholders. A Library  staff team facilitated the conversations and synth esized 

the responses to create the following report. 

Community Aspirations 
What do people want Fort Collins and surrounding co mmunities to be?

SA F E 
People want Fort Collins and surrounding communitie s to be safe places to live. They would like to 

experience both physical safety—low crime rates, in creased opportunities for kids to play and run thro ugh 

the neighborhoods, and expanded pedestrian and bike -friendly infrastructure—and psychological safety 

where all people feel respected, protected, and abl e to belong. For some residents, safety extends to 

environmental harm and includes preparing to face t he long-term challenges of climate change at a loca l 

level. 

W E LC O M I N G  &  I N C LU S I V E
People also want to live in a place that is friendl y, equitable, and rooted in strong connections acro ss 

generations. It is a community where all people are  supported, recognized, and valued, and where diver sity 

is respected and re�ected in shared spaces and neig hborhoods. People want to know their neighbors and 

build relationships across differences.
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AC C E S S I B L E
Residents in Fort Collins and surrounding areas wan t an accessible community that creates opportunities for 

everyone to participate and thrive, including BIPOC , LGBTQ+, neurodivergent individuals, and people of  all 

abilities. Community members want to see a strong s afety net for individuals in need regardless of inc ome 

or circumstance. Just as important, accessibility me ans feeling welcome to share one’s culture and iden tity 

openly, knowing the community is built to support a nd include all people.

E N GAG E D  &  I N F O R M E D
People want an engaged and informed community where people participate in ongoing community 

conversations and where voices of all ages and backg rounds are represented. They value curiosity, lifel ong 

learning, and strong connections with schools, high er education, and institutions like Colorado State 

University to enrich civic life. Residents feel a r esponsibility to better understand local government,  meet with 

elected of�cials, and partake in decision making an d/or feedback activities. 

photos courtesy of city of fort collins

S U S TA I N A B L E
People also want to live in an environmentally frie ndly and sustainable community. They wish for walka ble 

neighborhoods and bike-friendly streets that suppor t health and reduce reliance on cars that cause traf �c 

congestion, noise, and pollution. Reliable public tr ansportation is valued as an essential option, even  as 

there are limitations in service and access. For res idents, sustainability also means balancing develop ment 

and growth with the protection of nature and preser ving natural spaces and habitats. 
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Community Concerns
During our conversations, we identi�ed key themes i n response to questions about the issues surroundin g 

Fort Collins and neighboring communities. Many of th ese themes came up repeatedly in the Community 

Conversations session and re�ect the themes emergin g from the Ask Interviews conducted over the summer .

C O M M U N I T Y B U I L D I N G 
In every conversation we had, people expressed conc ern about the growing challenges of building 

connection in an increasingly polarized environment.  While many people share common values and care 

about the same local issues, it can feel dif�cult t o talk across differences in views and perspectives , 

especially when conversations are shaped by politic al or social extremes. 

At the same time, there is a strong desire to recon nect in simple, human ways—through small, everyday 

interactions like walking a dog, checking in on a n eighbor, or sharing cookies—that can build relations hips, 

foster understanding, and remind us of the shared c ommunity we all belong to.

AC C E S S  &  I N C LU S I O N
During our conversations, the topic of access and in clusion came up often, particularly in relation to other 

key concerns like affordability, mental health supp ort, and safety. Community members noted that the 

color of one’s skin can signi�cantly shape how people  move through the world and experience daily life. 

For many, this reality affects their sense of safety , belonging, and ability to fully participate in co mmunity 

spaces and opportunities. Fears related to discrimin atory attitudes and policies—including support for mass 

deportation—have heightened anxiety and vulnerabili ty for people of color, impacting their well-being and 

trust in public institutions. 
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Participants believe these concerns underscore the need for the community to actively promote equity, 

protect the dignity and safety of all residents, an d ensure that everyone feels welcomed, supported, a nd 

able to thrive regardless of race or background.

A F F O R DA B I L I T Y 
Community members have voiced growing concern about  affordability and its impact on long-term stabilit y 

and upward mobility. Many people �nd it increasingl y dif�cult to envision settling permanently—such as  

buying a home or putting down roots—because wages a nd job opportunities do not keep pace with the cost  

of living, the rise in childcare costs, and other ne cessities. 

The increase in cost of living in many areas has cre ated a sense of displacement and disconnection for many 

residents and students. They are concerned about the  prevalence of jobs that lack long-term prospects, 

making it harder for young people to stay in the co mmunity. One person points to the professionalizati on 

of “side jobs” that once offered accessible income a nd learning opportunities for youth, like dog walki ng or 

yard work. 

D E V E LO P M E N T
City and County development decisions shape daily l ife in Fort Collins and the surrounding communities . 

People recognize that planning is necessarily long- range; however, they want more transparency and to 

understand how today’s choices affect walkability, traf�c, access to green/open space, and neighborhood 

cohesion. Balancing growth with preservation, improv ing transportation choices, and supporting 

neighborhood-level connection are key concerns as t he community navigates how development can 

enhance, rather than erode, quality of life.

Some conversation participants identi�ed zoning rul es as possible barriers to progress and suggest tha t as 

a starting point for discussion and problem solving . 

M E N TA L H E A LT H  S U P P O RT
Another theme that came up in conversation is conce rn about gaps in mental health support and the lack  

of safety and care for individuals who are neurodiv ergent or living with mental health conditions. Man y 

feel these individuals are often “othered” or misun derstood, rather than supported with compassion and  

inclusion. 

Various community members noted that mental health challenges are compounded by broader community 

stressors, including fears around housing stability , �nancial security, discrimination, and social div ision. As 

uncertainty increases, so does the need for psychol ogical safety—places and relationships where people  

feel accepted, understood, and able to seek help wit hout stigma. Addressing these concerns is essential  to 

fostering a community where everyone can feel secur e, connected, and supported in their well-being.
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Recommended Actions
The following recommendations from Community Conver sations participants are not an exhaustive list 

of what can be done to achieve community aspirations  but serves as a potential starting point for the 

community.

R E S O U R C E  S U P P O RT &  S H A R I N G
•  Create easy-to-connect opportunities for people in need to access local services via resource hubs, publi c 

signage, and public transportation.

•  Reduce barriers and create more safety and belongin g for marginalized and underserved communities so 
they can easily access resource information.

•  Create safe public spaces that are welcoming and re sponsive to all cultural contexts, including issues of 
hidden bias.

•  Increase awareness of how people can help their nei ghbors in need or contribute to and volunteer for l ocal 
resources.

C O N N E C T I O N  &  B E LO N G I N G
•  Create easier and more visible ways for people to c onnect with each other and their neighbors.

•  Reduce isolation and vulnerability by providing spa ces and informal activities for people to interact with 
others without �nancial or time restrictions.

•  Offer community events that are free and curiosity inspiring.

•  Focus on safety—both physical and psychological.

•  Offer people learning that is exploratory-based and  doesn’t require expertise. 

•  Encourage intercultural awareness and empathy by pr oviding learning opportunities that focus on histor y 
and language.

•  Promote ways for people to celebrate their identitie s and to build social-emotional skills to better 
understand other people’s experiences. 

•  Support nonpro�ts within our community so that peop le’s lives are less driven by pro�ts or corporate g oals.

•  Support locally owned businesses to create more �nan cial stability and connection points locally.

E D U C AT I O N
•  Provide people with supportive opportunities to exp lore and try new skills outside of their career pat h or 

social environment.

•  Provide clearer career pathways to help young peopl e navigate from the academic world to the workplace .

•  Develop more trusted places where children and youn g adults feel safe, have a sense of belonging, 
and continue to learn and develop skills to support  their education, careers, housing opportunities, an d 
�nancial stability.

•  Offer parents more support while raising young chil dren and provide ways to stay engaged with civic 
activities that don’t negatively impact �nances or t ime.

•  Organize civic activities such that parents can par ticipate and not be blocked by lack of childcare or loss 
of work time or pay.
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C I V I C  E N GAG E M E N T
•  Build better ways for the public to connect with civ ic (and civil) engagement such as information on ho w to 

join boards or contribute input at local meetings.

•  Create a hub for grassroots advocacy and a space fo r people to connect for the common good.

H O U S I N G
•  Provide more pathways to connect people to affordabl e housing.

•  Consider the addition of more service providers with  proven track records (such as Neighbor-to-Neighbor ).

•  Consider zoning changes such as Accessible Dwelling U nits (ADUs).

T R A N S P O RTAT I O N
•  Develop smarter ways for people to move around town  that reduce traf�c, increase walkability, and 

connect people to their neighborhoods.

•  Leverage public transportation options.

•  Consider zoning changes to create walkable hubs or car-free areas of the city for pedestrian safety an d 
wellness.

E N V I R O N M E N T &  S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y
•  Provide progress updates and calls-to-action around  park development and neighborhood community 

gardens.
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what can be done
Many people we spoke to said that even though they have concerns, they truly love living in the Fort Co llins 

area and trust many individuals and organizations t o take action to help move the community forward. 

People trust local City and County government to ta ke action but would like more transparency about 

prioritizing community goals and gathering public i nput. People trust organizations like Larimer Count y 

Sheriff’s Department, the City Natural Areas Depart ment and Cultural Development Department, Poudre 

Libraries, the Center for Public Deliberation, and Interfaith Council. They also trust community organ izations 

like Colorado State University, Larimer County Smal l Business Development Center, and Partnership for Age-

Friendly Communities. Other organizations mentioned  were ISAAC, Bohemian Foundation, United Way of 

Larimer County, Matthews House, La Familia, Alianza  NORCO, and Outreach Fort Collins. 

All of us—local government, schools, businesses, no npro�ts, healthcare providers, individuals, familie s, the 

library, and many others—share the responsibility o f building a more hopeful future for everyone in ou r 

community. Achieving the aspirations identi�ed in th is report will require ongoing commitment from each of 

us. By working together, we can address the concerns  our community members have raised.
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Poudre Libraries’ Role
Poudre Libraries will use this information to infor m our 2026-2028 Strategic Plan and identify how the  library 

can play a role in supporting community aspirations as we continue to build library services throughout our 

area. 

In addition to the work of our 2026-2028 Strategic Plan, we identi�ed speci�c ways the Library can 

contribute to the community’s path forward.

• People want to experience and share kindness. The Library can help build a caring and kind commun ity 

by offering free and welcoming spaces for everyone, with caring people to assist, and opportunities for  

personal interaction, cooperative learning and helpi ng, and relationship building. 

• People are looking for ways to connect.  The Library is a natural platform for facilitating  social and 

personal connections whether through community conve rsations, programs, or spaces for people to 

gather. We can develop meaningful opportunities for people to connect with each other, not just with the  

Library, and help individuals feel less isolated an d lonely.

• People want spaces for community interaction and en gagement.  We are mindful of the importance 

of the Library’s meeting spaces, study rooms, compu ter labs, and other essential areas for community 

interaction. The Library’s spaces are public resour ces open to everyone and can serve as a hub to launc h 

community discussions, collaboration, and engagement . 

• People want to learn more.  Our community is looking for trustworthy informati on, opportunities for 

ongoing education and growth, and access to resources . The Library can continue to serve as a platform 

for formal and informal learning through our progra ms, collections, and partnerships. While the Librar y 

plays an essential role in literacy and school-read iness, personal and professional learning, explorat ion, 

and discovery spans a lifetime.

Next Steps
As we move through 2026, Poudre Libraries looks for ward to hosting additional Community Conversations 

to engage people in further discussion and to work collaboratively toward solutions. We are investing in 

“turning outward” because it strengthens the Librar y’s work and our community. 

Libraries don’t operate in a silo. The Library plan s to follow up with the public to share our �ndings  and to 

share the summary report directly with strategic pa rtners, local nonpro�t organizations, and government al 

agencies who can use the information to make decisi ons about their services and priorities. By enlisti ng 

allies, focusing on identi�ed concerns, and taking advantage of emerging opportunities, we can all mov e the 

community forward together.
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A B O U T

poudre libraries

V I S I O N

A vibrant and inclusive gathering space where people connect,  
exchange ideas, and build a stronger community together

M I S S I O N

To create opportunities and build connections to strengthen  
our community

VA LU E S

Curiosity  

Collaboration  

Innovation  

1

2

3

Inclusion  

Intellectual Freedom 

Accountability

4

5
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