
The Tennessee Advisory Commission on 
Intergovernmental Relations: Building 
Consensus Through Collaboration

A Presentation to the Southeastern Conference for Public Administration

Clifford M. Lippard, PhD
TACIR Executive Director

Memphis, Tennessee

September 20, 2024



Note

This presentation is adapted and updated from the author’s perspective essay 
of the same title, which appeared in Volume 55, Issue 1 (March 2023) of the 
State and Local Government Review.



Premise

The Tennessee Advisory Commission on 
Intergovernmental Relations serves as a model for 
bringing policymakers and stakeholders together, 
more clearly defining public policy problems, and 
reaching consensus on how to address those 
problems.



A Forum for Discussing 
Intergovernmental Problems
 Created for collaboration

 Formed in 1978

 Modeled on the now defunct US ACIR

 A permanent bipartisan body comprised of 25 members

TACIR was created to “serve as a forum for the discussion and resolution of 
intergovernmental problems; provide high quality research support to state and 
local government officials in order to improve the overall quality of government in 
Tennessee; and to improve the effectiveness of the intergovernmental system in 
order to better serve the citizens of Tennessee.”  

-Tennessee Code Annotated, Section 4-10-104



Members



Research-informed Deliberation

 By serving as a neutral forum informed by thorough research, the commission has 
been able to foster collaboration among state and local officials and has been 
instrumental in achieving agreement for several government reforms.

 In just the last few years, the commission completed studies requested by the 
legislature or its own members on a myriad of issues, including among others:
 affordable housing,
 passenger rail,
 community resiliency to natural disasters, 
 broadband internet access and adoption, 
 education funding, 
 small cell wireless facilities and public rights-of-way,
 litter,
 the tangible personal property tax, and
 the effect of electric vehicles on state revenue.



Getting to the Root Problem

 The commission uses a research process based on Bardach and Patashnik’s 
(2024) Eightfold Path: define the problem; assemble some evidence; construct the 
alternatives; select the criteria; project the outcomes; confront the trade-offs; stop, narrow, 
focus, deepen, decide; and tell your story. I’ll focus on the first two steps. 

 As Bardach and Patashnik say, properly defining the problem is critical, not only for 
understanding why you are doing the analysis, but also for giving direction to your 
attempts to gather evidence.

 TACIR focuses its analysis on the problem rather than any one alternative. Often, a referred 
approach focuses too narrowly on one aspect of a problem or on a secondary problem 
rather than on the root problem. 
 Tax credit for grocery stores
 State-owned gold depository

 Gathering evidence to define the problem: staff interviews bill sponsors, stakeholders, and 
subject matter experts, and conducts extensive literature reviews.

 One of the most important tools available to the commission in its information gathering is 
the use of expert speakers and panels of speakers in its public meetings.



When You Talk to Everyone,
You Talk to Everyone
 Panels provide the commission’s members and staff with some of the most detailed, relevant 

information collected with commission members drawing on their own experiences and perspectives 
to ask probing questions. 

 The panels are also beneficial to the stakeholders, providing a public forum to air their opinions and 
concerns to legislators, local officials, and representatives of the executive branch all at one time. 
 Even if their position is not adopted by the commission, stakeholders generally see value in being able to state 

their position to government officials in a public forum. 

 This perceived value goes a long way toward not “burning bridges,” which Cole (2010), not surprisingly, argued 
ACIRs should avoid.

 More difficult for backers of a position to tailor their presentation when speaking jointly to legislators, 
administrators, or local officials, adding or omitting details to make their argument more persuasive. 
 Something that a state senator might agree with, a county mayor may strongly resist.

 Encourages stakeholders to self-edit their positions, helping to move from extremes to a more conciliatory 
stance. 

 When a group of stakeholders collectively self-edit, it can create a “soft consensus,” itself a step toward a 
consensus recommendation, assuming that consensus is possible.



Not All Problems

 The same structure that supports bipartisan collaboration within and across 
levels of government also functionally limits issues studied to those that are 
technical and pragmatic

 Unlikely to study hot button topics; doing so could make commission look 
partisan, undercut neutrality, and reduce our effectiveness

 Because many of our recommendations are compromises, endorsed 
changes tend to be incremental



Policy Influence
Many recent recommendations have been enacted by either the legislature, 
the executive branch, or local governments:

 the return of local authority to use voluntary incentives for affordable 
housing

 the pursuit of passenger rail on prioritized routes

 the creation of a broadband internet availability map

 codification of the requirements for dedication of land along public rights-
of-way

 paying stipends to county jails that provide recidivism reduction programs 
for state prisoners they house

 the exemption of coins, currency, and bullion made of precious metals 
from the state sales and use tax

 requiring that every voting machine used by a county election commission 
produce a voter-verifiable paper record



Reports Published within the Last Year
 Managing Solar Energy Development to Balance Private Property 

Rights and Consumer Protection with the Protection of Land and 
Communities, September 2023

 Enhancing Safety and Security at Colleges and Universities in 
Tennessee, November 2023

 Striking a Balance Between Tennessee’s Alcohol Regulation and the 
Hospitality Industry:  A Tale of Public Health and Safety, Barriers to 
Entry and Staff Challenges, and Pathways to Improvement, 
November 2023

 Tennessee Valley Authority’s Payments in Lieu of Taxes:  Annual 
Report to the General Assembly, January 2024

 Building Tennessee’s Tomorrow:  Anticipating the State’s 
Infrastructure Needs, January 2024

 Reducing the Burden:  Increasing Housing Supply to Lower Housing 
Costs and Improve Affordability, May 2024.

 The Condition of and Best Practices for Wastewater Solutions, 
September 2024



Staff Reports
 The Effect of the COVID-19 Recession on 

Public Infrastructure Needs Phase 
Two: Effects of the Great Recession and 
COVID-19 Recession Compared, September 
2023

 A Users' Guide to Fiscal Capacity in the 
Tennessee Investment in Student 
Achievement Funding Formula, September 
2023

 Spending Equity Generally Improved Under 
the Basic Education Program (BEP), January 
2024



Current Projects

 Rolling Stock

 Childcare Business, Regulations, and Workers

 Sales Tax Vendor Compensation 

 Real Estate Fraud

 Youth Vaping

 Crime Labs

 School-Based Services and TennCare Reimbursement

 District Attorney Staffing of Concurrent Courts



More 
Information
www.tn.gov/tacir
615-741-3012
cliff.Lippard@tn.gov

http://www.tn.gov/tacir
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