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A Global Commitment to Ethics

The opportunity to learn how peers from 
different countries do their work is an amazing 
experience. Whether it’s at an ICMA conference, 
fellows exchange program, or as part of an economic 
development venture, I would wager that encounter 
would leave you convinced that what we have in common 
is far greater than what divides or differentiates us. After 
all, what local government manager doesn’t want to 
provide clean water and a safe environment for their 
residents? Or create an economically viable community 
so that people can thrive where they live? Or be assured 
of personal safety and freedom? Regardless of the country 
they work in, local government staff and leaders across 
the globe share a common commitment to provide safe, 
sustainable, and viable communities for their residents. 

That commonality of interest and purpose is balanced 
by the reality that we work in democracies of varied 
levels of stability and maturity, with different forms of 
government and access to resources. We also share one 
predilection that can torpedo the best of intentions and 
efforts: corruption.

Corruption is an unfortunate, shared human 
condition that, especially at the local government 
level, inflicts much misery and harm. In its worst form, 
it deprives the most vulnerable of their very basic 
human right of basic services and personal freedom. 

Imbedded into the structure and culture, pervasive systemic 
corruption undermines civil society, the development of 
good public policy, and where it exists, democracy. 

As Patricia Moreira, former managing director of 
Transparency International noted, “Corruption chips away 
at democracy to produce a vicious cycle where corruption 
undermines democratic institutions and, in turn, weak 
institutions are less able to control corruption.”

Combating Corruption with Professionals  
Leading the Way
Strategies to combat corruption focus on lowering the 
opportunity while raising the associated risk and penalty 
of getting caught: create more stringent laws, support an 
independent judiciary for enforcement, maintain a free 
press to unearth and report on corruption, and build 
strong institutions.

It’s on that last component of the strategy where local 
government professionals, in all roles and at all levels, 
can make a significant contribution. Strong professional 
standards for all the jobs performed in the organization 
guide people to do their work the right way. That in 
turn strengthens internal capacity which reduces the 
opportunity for corruption. 

In place for 99 years, the standards and values of the 
ICMA Code of Ethics are now a defining characteristic of 

Our professional standards strengthen local government.
BY MARTHA PEREGO, ICMA-CM

ETHICS MATTER!

MARTHA PEREGO, 
ICMA-CM, is 
director of member 
services and ethics 
director, ICMA, 
Washington, D.C. 
(mperego@icma.org). 
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the profession here in the United States. 
Consider, for example, the standard of 
political neutrality. U.S. law does not require 
that local government managers stay out 
of campaigns for elected officials or refrain 
from other political activity, but the Code 
does. A value espoused, practiced, and 
reinforced by practitioners over time is now 
a hallmark of the profession. It’s a behavior 
that is also embraced by elected officials and 
residents. They have come to see the value 
of nonpartisan professionals and will hold 
them to the standard when they think it has 
been violated. 

The principles of the Code are also 
reinforced with elected officials when they 
hire their chief administrative officer whose 
employment agreement voluntarily holds 
them accountable to those high standards. 

Those planning to enter the profession 
are now introduced to the Code as 
part of their graduate education. It’s as 
fundamental to their success as mastering 
finance, personnel, or strategic planning. 

We are thankfully not alone in this 
effort to advance ethical practices in our 
local government institutions. The ethical 
standards of U.S. local government are 
reinforced by the work of other professional 
associations. The American Planning 
Association (APA) adopted Ethical 
Principles in Planning back in 1992 to guide 
the ethical conduct for all who participate 

in the process of planning as advisors, 
advocates, and decision makers. It presents 
a set of principles to be held in common 
by certified planners, other practicing 
planners, appointed and elected officials, 
and others who participate in the process 
of planning. Expertise in ethical standards 
is incorporated into APA’s certification 
process. The Government Finance 
Officers Association (GFOA), which sets 
a standard for both the U.S. and Canada, 
adopted a revised set of ethical standards in 
2019, to reinforce the important role that 
finance officers play in building trust with 
the public.

ICMA is not alone in promoting 
ethics at home or on the global stage. 
The professional associations in the 
United Kingdom, New Zealand, Canada, 
and Denmark, to name a few, have all 
developed codes to guide their members 
and other dedicated public servants in 
related professions.

Common Themes
These codes use different approaches and 
different language, but they are based on 
remarkably similar principles that align with 
the tenets of the ICMA Code of Ethics. 
Some of the common themes: 
•	 Personal integrity, honesty, 

and accountability.
•	 Openness and transparency.

•	 Impartiality and evidence-based 
decision making.

•	 Respect for the democratic process, 
the law, and the respective roles of 
elected and appointed officials.

•	 Neutrality in partisan 
political matters.

•	 Reporting ethical violations.
•	 Stewardship of public and 

community resources.

In 2019, ICMA worked with its 
newly affiliated partner, Association of 
Palestinian Local Authorities (APLA), 
to provide ethics training for 30 
Palestinian city managers. One of the 
exercises was to define the core values 
of public service from their perspective. 
They defined the six most critical 
values as commitment, equity, integrity, 
transparency, responsibility, and loyalty. 

A Code for Senior 
Public Managers
The Society of Local Authority Chief 
Executives (SOLACE) in the United 
Kingdom worked with colleagues 
from nine other organizations of 
senior managers in local government 
to create Local Public Services Senior 
Managers: Code of Ethics. It is 
applicable even to individuals who are 
bound by separate professional codes 



of conduct. The principles on which the SOLACE code is 
based are selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, 
openness, honesty, leadership, and democracy. 
Sound familiar? 

Values and Rules of Conduct
Taituarā, New Zealand’s association for professional 
local government managers adopted a Code of Ethics 
outlining the values of honesty and integrity, transparent 
stewardship, valuing diversity and respecting others’ rights, 
and continuous learning. The code includes rules of conduct 
that closely parallel those in the ICMA and SOLACE 
codes: provide impartial, politically neutral advice by not 
participating in activities that may interfere or appear to 
interfere in a member’s professional accountabilities and 
responsibilities; avoid conflicts of interest; do not use the 
position for personal gain; address ethical lapses by other 
members; and work within the law.

Dialogue and Duties
The Code of Quality and Ethics in the Public Administration 
prepared by Local Government Denmark sets forth 
seven standards, each with “themes for discussion” to 
encourage dialogue. The standards are legality, truthfulness, 
professionalism, party-political neutrality, responsibility and 
management, development and cooperation, and openness 
about errors.

To help individuals relate the standards to their day-to-day 
work, the document presents questions centered on several 
“inspirational themes.” They explore the basis, framework, and 
support of the political work and the professional’s role in policy 
development, external relations, implementing political goals 
and decisions, and handling the media. Finally, the document 
sets forth specific “obligations,” which are concrete examples of a 
professional manager’s duties.

We see the impact that professional standards have made to 
strengthen local government institutions across the world. That 
said, given the proliferation of unethical and corrupt conduct it’s 
easy to get cynical and be dismayed about the future. Perhaps 
the caution Machiavelli offered about the nature of the world 
seems more realistic: “Yet the way men live is so far removed 
from the way they ought to live that anyone who abandons 
what is for what should be pursues his downfall rather than 
his preservation.”

Let’s not give in to cynicism nor lower our ethical standards. 
Imagine the state of the profession today if the original authors 
of the ICMA Code of Ethics back in 1924 caved to the 
standards of the day? Associations supporting local government 
staff across the globe have a critical role in preventing 
corruption. They do so by setting high, often aspirational, ethical 
standards. They train staff on those standards, imbed those 
standards into the operations of local government, hold people 
accountable for their conduct, and strengthen the ethical resolve 
of those working in local government to do what is right. 
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Integrating Mental Wellness into  
Your Strategic Planning Process

LETTER FROM THE CEO/EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

One of the most important leadership principles 
that I have adopted is the power of encouraging people to 
bring their whole selves to work each day—not just their 
specific skill sets, but all of their experiences and passions. 
The benefits of this leadership practice have transformed 
both the projects and services we deliver and the individuals 
themselves—myself included. It struck me recently that 
while we enjoy the productivity gains and positive outcomes 
from this practice, we haven’t really been applying it 
when it comes to mental health and employee 
well-being challenges. We have treated 
employee mental health more like “self-
help”—almost a “don’t ask, don’t 
tell” mentality.

It is encouraging to see over 
this past year the emphasis on 
pulling the cover off the mental 
health aspect of our total health. 
Examples are everywhere, from 
celebrities promoting safe spaces 
for students to seek mental health 
support1 to a U.S. senator publicly 
seeking treatment for depression.2 
However, when it comes to the workplace, 
we as leaders are just beginning this journey. As 
the full emotional and psychological repercussions of the 
pandemic were being quantified last year, I joined with 
other CEOs in calling for a workplace culture shift to 
address the mental health stigma and support employee 
well-being. Our partner organization, the American 
Psychological Association, shares data on this initiative 
in this month’s PM magazine and outlines basic steps that 
leaders can take to foster a culture of well-being at work. 

Getting Ahead of the Trends
Looking ahead at the trends that will impact local 
government performance, leaders can begin to integrate 
employee mental wellness into the strategic planning 
process. As Ms. Abrams points out in the article, local 
government employees have been subjected to verbal and 
even physical attacks by residents during the pandemic 

and these behaviors don’t seem to be going away. In 
this uncivil environment, it will become even more 
important to ensure that there is adequate support for 
staff, as well as ample opportunity to share the impact of 
these interactions and methods for coping. That goes for 
frontline staff all the way to the CAO. 

The inevitable adoption of artificial intelligence (AI) 
is another example of how local governments need 

to prepare for staff well-being. First, transparency is 
crucial. Sharing the AI strategy even as it is 

being formed and generating discussion 
about potential impacts can ease fears 

and stress about job loss. Employees 
can be upskilled to help develop 

and implement the technology 
and can experience for themselves 
how automating tasks can help 
decrease burnout.

Preparation, too, can be made 
to combat the isolating effects 

that AI will have on the workplace. 
We are already experiencing less 

interaction as we moved to more 
remote work because of COVID-19. 

As we build out AI, it’s important to build in 
opportunities for connection. It will also be necessary 
to look at other tools to help ground staff as we embark 
on this new era; for example, adjusting ethics and 
HR policies.

Support for Managers
An important question for local government leadership 
teams to address is how we reimagine the roles of 
manager and supervisor given these changes. In a 
remote workplace and one that may be augmented by 
AI, the traditional notion of a “command and control” 
mindset makes little sense. It becomes vital to equip 
managers with the training and tools that they will 
require to support their employees’ evolving needs. 
When managers see the value in accessing the whole 
person, they can find solutions that they might not have 

A healthy local government workplace requires normalizing conversations 
about mental health, creating a safe space for sharing, and anticipating the 
psychological impact of business strategies.

BY MARC A. OTT

MARC A. OTT  
is CEO/Executive 
Director of ICMA,  
Washington, D.C.
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thought of before. For example, a manager might offer 
staff a proactive time-off period before an intensive work 
project begins. Managers and supervisors can be goaled 
differently as well, for instance making sure employees 
use their PTO.

Importance of Empathy
Many local government colleagues have discussed the 
benefits of empathy as a key leadership trait and as it 
applies to employee well-being, its importance can’t be 
underestimated. CAOs particularly exist in a fishbowl 
and by extension local government employees do as well. 
As a city manager, I was embattled at times (for example, 
when the media reported a negative story about me and 
speculated that I might be fired). Those scenarios may 
have taken a toll on me, but they also had a significant 
impact on my staff. Often, they might be so distracted 
that it would be difficult to get our immediate tasks done. 
By addressing these concerns right up front, by knocking 
the elephant right out of the room and getting discussion 
going in meetings or one-on-one, I could feel the anxiety 
dissipate. Left untended, these unexpressed feelings could 
have led to more serious employee well-being issues. A 
key component of empathy is truly listening and offering 

a safe haven to voice concerns, as well as words 
of reassurance.

To transparently tackle the mental wellness of our 
staff, as well as ourselves, will take courage. These 
issues for too long have been hidden and stigmatized. 
Normalizing conversations about mental health, 
creating a safe space for sharing, and factoring in the 
potential mental health impact of business strategies 
into our planning processes are crucial steps leaders 
can take now to ensure a healthier organization for 
the future.

I would ask that you take one other step today. If 
you haven’t already, please join ICMA and 175 other 
organizations in making a public commitment to strive 
for mental health and excellence in your city, county, 
or town organization.3 It will send a strong message to 
your team, as well as to your partners and residents, 
that the mental health of local government staff 
members is an organizational priority. 

ENDNOTES AND REFERENCES
1 https://borislhensonfoundation.org/
2 https://time.com/6261386/mental-health-congress-john-fetterman/
3 https://www.apa.org/topics/healthy-workplaces/mental-health
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your 
commitment to 
changing the 
culture around 
mental health in 
the workplace. 
Join us at 
icma.org/apa.
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INSIDE ICMA

ICMA Continues to Equip Leaders  
      and Act as the Go-To Resource  
on Essential Local Government Topics, Including DEI

A summary of engagement efforts 
exploring member needs at this stage  
of our DEI journey

One of the things I admire most about ICMA 
is our commitment to evolving as an organization while 
simultaneously equipping local government professionals 
with the tools they need to run communities. We do this 
with a shared intent to provide services and opportunities 
for all to succeed and to make the world a 
better place for people no matter where they 
live. A cornerstone principle of ICMA is to 
engage its members and then move forward 
in a way that reflects a balanced approach, 
especially when it comes to tackling issues 
that may be considered divisive. 

In many ways, it mirrors our work 
as city, county, and town managers as 
we do our best to engage residents in 
upfront discussions, as well as in crafting 
solutions. Since the 1960s, ICMA has 
been producing content on the topics of 
racial and gender equity, social unrest, 
and the changing urban landscape and the 
implications of these issues for the role 
of local government leader. Professional 
development and resources on diversity and equity have 
been available from ICMA for more than six decades. 

Strengthening Membership Diversity
The association has long looked at ways its members and 
the profession could become more diverse and inclusive. 
In 1974, for example, the first Task Force on Women in 
the Profession was created, and in 1989, a Task Force on 
Workplace Diversity was formed. As a result of these and 
subsequent member-driven initiatives (for example, a 2013 
Task Force on Women in the Profession), the membership-
approved ICMA Strategic Plans in 2008 and 2017 that 
codified our commitment to equity and inclusion into the 
organization’s operations. 

In our most recent past, the ICMA Executive Board 
turned its focus to the board itself. In 2014, the Executive 
Board formed the Task Force on Strengthening 
Inclusiveness in the Profession, kicking off its work at 
the 2014 ICMA Annual Conference in Charlotte, North 
Carolina. Further, a board subcommittee on diversity 
was established in 2018, and after an intensive period 
of member engagement, recommended several changes 
aimed at expanding eligibility for voting and for board 
service. These included extending voting eligibility 
and board service to affiliate members and expanding 
participation in regional nominating committees. 

Preceded by an expansive 
outreach effort among the 
membership that included 
input, data gathering, and 
more importantly, listening, a 
substantial majority of ICMA 
members voted yes on all of 
these amendments in 2020. 

The board took up the issue 
of diversity and inclusion 
again in 2021, in response to 
feedback from some members. 
The purpose was to examine 
whether ICMA was placing too 
much emphasis on diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI) 
in producing and delivering 

content to members. I shared the results of the listening 
tour and focus groups on this topic in a PM magazine 
article in December 2022.1 As I noted then, the 
qualitative comments we received provided a good 
sense of direction for the organization. They helped to 
form the basis of a survey that was sent to members in 
February 2023.

Key Survey Takeaways
Nearly 1,000 members responded to the survey, with 
80 percent of those respondents being full and affiliate 
members in service. We learned that 70 percent of 
respondents believe that ICMA should be the go-to 
resource for members and their communities on DEI 

BY TROY BROWN, ICMA-CM

TROY 
BROWN, 
ICMA-CM, is 
city manager 
of Moorpark, 
California, and 
past president 
of ICMA 
(2021–2022).

Like many hard 
conversations, this 

process presented an 
amazing opportunity 

to learn from each 
other as members 

felt able to express 
their feelings in a 

safe space.
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issues affecting local government. Fewer than 20 percent 
of members felt that this work was out of step with 
ICMA’s mission and Code of Ethics. Members are, 
however, divided on whether ICMA is “too focused” on 
DEI. So, while content on this topic is important, our 
members indicate DEI is clearly not the most important 
topic and ICMA must continue to offer a breadth of 
resources to address the many challenges 
local governments confront every day. 

Moving Forward
I can say with confidence that there is 
no chance that ICMA will ever lose its 
way from the core mission of helping 
local government professionals identify 
and adopt leading practices to improve 
the lives of residents. The most popular 
topics according to member data continue 
to be leadership, ethics, finance and 
budgeting, emergency management, and 
public safety. DEI represents a central 
part of managing public services and 
distributing them in a fair way across 
our communities. It will continue to be a slice of what 
ICMA offers, but will not be dominant. For example, the 
topic of DEI represented less than 15% of the content at 
the most recent ICMA Annual Conference. Like many 
other topics, DEI issues may not be as pervasive in some 
communities as they are in others, but we want members 
to be confident that they can find useful and relevant DEI 
information through ICMA. 

As we continue this journey, we remain extremely grateful 
to all of you who took the time to share your thoughts, 
whether in person, via email, or through the survey. 
This won’t be the last time we come up against difficult 
conversations. Our profession is changing and community 
dynamics are changing. Like many hard conversations, this 
process presented an amazing opportunity to learn from 

each other as members felt able to 
express their feelings in a safe space. 
It demonstrated to me once again 
that even though we don’t always 
agree, our members are willing to 
come together and shape a path 
forward even on the most sensitive 
of topics. That’s what makes a great 
local government leader, and that 
kind of visionary leadership is what 
we want for our organization. 

I really want to thank you all for 
this journey. I was admittedly struck 
by the response and engagement 
we’ve had over the past three years. 
While these are difficult 

conversations to have, I was impressed by your passion and 
civility in this process. Fortunately for us, we all have 
something very important in common, which we can lean on 
in times of need—that is each other and our love 
for ICMA. 

ENDNOTE
1 https://icma.org/articles/pm-magazine/inside-icma-creating-new-dei-tools-
local-government-begins-member-engagement

Even though we 
don’t always agree, 
our members are 
willing to come 

together and shape 
a path forward 

even on the most 
sensitive of topics.
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ChatGPT: The Future of Government 
Communication?
A powerful artificial intelligence tool to assist with public engagement

In planning for the 2023 ICMA Annual Conference, 
which (shameless plug) will be held September 30 through 
October 4 in Austin, Texas, one topic that emerged as an 
area of interest was the use of artificial intelligence (AI) for 
developing written content. Local government has long 
relied upon AI such as Google Translate to help interpret web 
content into a variety of languages. And we all have relied 
upon spell-check’s red lines and grammar-check’s blue lines 
to improve correctness. But one tool that has gotten a lot of 
attention lately is ChatGPT. 

I was unaware of ChatGPT until it was brought up during 
the planning meeting. In speaking with my 
colleagues who are chief communication 
officers, communication directors, and 
public information officers around the 
country, there seems to be limited use and 
understanding of ChatGPT. So, if you are 
unaware of ChatGPT, you’re not alone! 

I logged onto ChatGPT (chat.openai.
com/chat) with my Google account 
and began prompting it to produce 
content. I asked it to draft a press 
release announcing the hiring of a new 
department director. I asked it to write a 
three-minute speech congratulating the 
graduating fire and rescue recruit class. I asked it to write 
an op-ed explaining why the council-manager form of 
government is preferred over a mayor-council form. Much 
to my surprise (and perhaps a bit crushing to my ego), 
the prose was pretty good. Many of the claims were ones I 
would make myself. What would have taken me most of the 
day to write was on my desktop in a matter of minutes. But 
rather than explain what all ChatGPT can do, I thought it 
would be interesting to demonstrate what ChatGPT can do 
to help me produce this article. 

For comparison, typing at 100 wpm, these first 500 
words have taken me 20 minutes to produce. I asked 
ChatGPT the following prompt: “Can you provide a 500-
word article in AP style that argues how ChatGPT can 
benefit local governments in producing written content 
to engage the public?” I also asked if I could use the 
content if I listed ChatGPT in the byline. ChatGPT gave 
me permission as long as I also noted that “this content 
was generated by OpenAI’s ChatGPT language model.” 
So, here’s what Chat GPT gave me in two minutes and 
32 seconds.

“As the world becomes increasingly digital, 
it’s important for local governments to find 
new ways to engage with their constituents. 
One powerful tool that local governments 
can use to engage the public is written 
content. However, producing quality content 
can be a time-consuming and challenging 
process. Fortunately, ChatGPT can help local 
governments create engaging written content 
that resonates with the public.

ChatGPT is a cutting-edge language model 
that uses machine learning 
to produce human-like 
language. This technology 
can be harnessed by local 
governments to produce 
written content for a variety 
of purposes, from social 
media posts to blog articles 
and press releases.

One of the key benefits 
of using ChatGPT is that it 
can help local governments 
save time and resources. 
With the help of this 

technology, local governments can produce high-
quality written content in a fraction of the time 
it would take to do so manually. This means that 
local governments can produce more content and 
reach a wider audience without having to spend a 
lot of time and money on content creation.

Another benefit of using ChatGPT is that 
it can help local governments produce more 
engaging content. This technology is capable of 
producing human-like language that is easy to read 
and understand, making it more likely that the 
public will engage with the content. By producing 
content that is both informative and engaging, 
local governments can build trust with their 
constituents and foster a sense of community.

Moreover, ChatGPT can also help local 
governments personalize their content to better 
meet the needs of their constituents. This 
technology can analyze data from social media 
and other sources to determine what topics are 
most relevant to the local community. Based 

BY JASON GRANT AND ChatGPT

JASON 
GRANT is 
director of 
advocacy for 
ICMA (jgrant@
icma.org).

INSIGHTS

What would have 
taken me most of 

the day to write was 
on my desktop in a 
matter of minutes.
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on this information, ChatGPT can produce content 
that is tailored to the specific needs and interests of the 
community, making it more likely that the content will be 
read and shared.

However, it’s important to note that ChatGPT 
is not a replacement for human writers. While this 
technology is capable of producing 
high-quality content, it still lacks 
the creativity, critical thinking, 
and empathy that human writers 
bring to the table. Therefore, local 
governments should view ChatGPT 
as a tool to enhance their content 
creation efforts, rather than a 
replacement for human writers.

In conclusion, ChatGPT can be a powerful 
tool for local governments looking to engage with 
their constituents through written content. By using 
this technology, local governments can save time 
and resources, produce more engaging content, and 
personalize their content to better meet the needs 
of their constituents. However, it’s important to 
remember that ChatGPT is not a replacement for 
human writers and should be used as a tool to enhance 
content creation efforts. By leveraging the power of 
ChatGPT, local governments can build trust with their 
constituents and foster a stronger sense of community.”

As a professional writer and writing scholar, I never really 
thought that my work would ever be at risk of automation. And 
maybe perhaps it is hubris that makes me feel as though there 
will always be value for my own writing skills. But one thing is 
certain: ChatGPT is definitely a tool that allows me to produce 
content much more quickly. 

You will notice that ChatGPT 
is rather formulaic. There is a clear 
thesis, a few main points, and a 
conclusion. Most of its articles 
are written this way. But much 
of government communication 
is formulaic—speeches, press 
releases, board reports—they 
often are genres with consistent 

expectations. And although ChatGPT doesn’t write with a 
human voice, it mimics it very well. 

I’ve always said it is much easier to edit a piece than to write 
the initial draft. We can certainly take some of the points from 
ChatGPT and expand upon them or eliminate others. We will 
have to be diligent about investigating data to ensure validity of 
claims—ChatGPT cannot do that. And we should take the 
content as a draft rather than a final product. Like ChatGPT 
says, the tool is not a replacement for human writers. But it 
certainly can reduce the amount of time those human writers 
need to spend producing initial drafts and working toward final 
copy to distribute for public consumption. 

Although ChatGPT 
doesn’t write with 
a human voice, it 

mimics it very well.
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In October 2021, I retired as city manager of Phoenix, Arizona, 
the largest council-manager city in the United States. After 
serving eight years as the city manager and a total of 28 years in 
Phoenix government, I was exhausted—physically, mentally, 

and emotionally—and needed time to restore myself. To those who 
asked about my decision, I said I’ve still got tread on my tires, but I 
don’t have any fuel left in my tank.

My 28 years felt like a sprint up a mountain. I began working in 
the Phoenix local government almost literally in the mailroom. As 
a management intern in 1993, I responded to letters and phone 
calls to the city manager, worked on budgeting projects, staffed 
citizen committees, and took minutes at council sessions. I took on 
positions of increasing responsibility and 20 years later, in 2013, 
was named interim city manager. In 2014, the city council made it 
permanent, placing me as chief executive of an organization with 
15,000 employees and a $5.6 billion budget. 

The lingering effects of the Great Recession were still felt in 2014, 
and I worked with the council to close a $39 million budget deficit. 
Over the next eight years, we restored services and employee pay 

Don’t wait until your tank is 
empty. Take small steps to refill 
your tank and restore yourself 
along the way.

What I  
Learned  
During a

YEAR 
AWAY

BY ED ZUERCHER
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Hired a strength trainer. 
I had always been active—
running, playing basketball, 
doing the stairmaster at 
the YMCA—but never any 
serious weight conditioning. 
And particularly during my 
time as city manager, I found 
myself less active than I liked. 
I found a trainer and learned 
to lift weights and build 
flexibility correctly.

Attended a leadership 
seminar. I was the sole 
government professional at 
the week-long event, and I 
found that mixing with people 
from outside government 
was energizing. I learned that 
challenges of city management 
are similar to those leaders 
face in other businesses, 
although some issues—like 
public involvement, elected 
politics, and public salary 
disclosures—are truly 

that had been cut to balance 
the budget. We wrestled to 
better fund our pension system, 
participated in the national 
reckoning on race and policing, 
renovated our NBA arena, and 
responded to the pandemic—
all while serving 1.7 million 
residents. The responsibility 
was constant and the problems 
to solve were exciting. Phoenix 
was named America’s most 
innovative city by Governing 
in 2017, and the only city in 
the Forbes 500 list of best 
places to work in 2020.

By 2021, we had a $30 
million surplus and were 
positioned to ask the voters for 
the first new general obligation 
bond capital program in 17 
years. Five years past my 
retirement eligibility date, I 
had accomplished most of 
what I had set out to do and it 
was time to leave the work to 
the team I had built. 

Before doing anything 
else, I knew I had to take 
time to refill my tank. The 
constant drumbeat of people, 
challenges, and solution-
finding left me dry. So here’s 
what I did: 

Engaged an executive 
coach. I signed on with 
an executive coach to help 
clarify my move into the next 
season of life. Previously I had 
viewed executive coaching 
only as a salvage mission 
for failing managers and 
executives. Was I wrong! My 
coach opened my eyes to 
the power of personal work 
in leadership improvement 
and the importance of 
professional guidance. She 
helped me face my fears 
and hopes, strengths and 
weaknesses, and blind 
spots and vision. I could 
identify more clearly why I 
love leadership and how to 
continue stretching my skills.

baffling to non-government 
leaders. We talked about life, 
inspiration, and leadership, 
not government minutiae. 
I gained a new appreciation 
for the important work of 
confronting the issues that 
prevent us from bringing our 
whole selves to leadership.

Learned to meditate. 
At the suggestion of my 
executive coach, I downloaded 
an app and began a regular 
practice of mindfulness every 
day. Working on breathing, 
intentionality, and setting 
purpose became a regular 
way to start each morning. 
The app made it easy and 
always accessible.

Read widely. I went 
well beyond my typical 
government reading routine. 
Hamnet, a fictional imagining 
of William Shakespeare’s 
family life, took me back to 
my early career as an English 
teacher. I read Dopesick after 
watching the TV series. From 
there, I picked up Deaths 
of Despair and the Future of 
Capitalism and the fictional 
Demon Copperhead. These 
books filled in the gaps in 
my knowledge about the 
epidemic of opioids, corrupt 
policymaking, and ineffective 
public health resources that 
have left us with an ongoing 
national drug crisis. I dove 
into the leadership writings 
of Henry Cloud and John 
Townsend, books on racial 
equity, and detours with 
Malcolm Gladwell and a 
biography about Tom Petty. (I 
also got mildly obsessed with 
his music). It was a break from 
three decades of city council 
packets and public policy 
briefs and it was fun.

Explored my city. I hiked 
Phoenix’s amazing mountain 
preserves to peaks and desert 
vistas I never knew existed. I 

To those who 
asked about my 
decision, I said 
I’ve still got  
tread on my 
tires, but I don’t  
have any fuel left 
in my tank.
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ED ZUERCHER is 
executive director at 
Maricopa Association of 
Governments. He retired 
as city manager of Phoenix, 
Arizona, in October 2021.

enjoyed sporting events at the 
downtown arena for which I 
had negotiated a remodel. I 
went to concerts in the park 
and took day hikes to the most 
beautiful parts of the city that I 
hadn’t made time to enjoy.

Re-engaged with 
family and friends. As 
city manager, I found myself 
constantly distracted and 
distant from those closest 
to me. Even on vacation, the 
stress of the job was always 
a low hum in the back of my 
brain. So I reconnected. I 
went to breakfast and lunch 
during the week with friends 
and acquaintances. I called 
up former colleagues to talk 
about how they were doing. 
I spoke to new city managers 
and facilitated seminars, 
sharing about my experience 
and encouraging others to 
talk about theirs. I took time 
to actually be present for 
weddings and funerals to honor 
and celebrate people in my 
community. The connection 
with others’ lives, hopes, 
and dreams was a refreshing 
reminder of the goodness in the 
world and the joys and sorrows 
of everyday life that I had 
detached from with the stress of 
managing a city.

Reflecting on this list, it’s 
easy to see now that each of 
these were accessible while I 
was a city manager. The fuel 
these experiences gave me 
would have been sustaining. 
I can’t pretend that I could 
have done all of them, of 
course. The unstructured 
time of retirement is a luxury 
that working city managers 
don’t have. But making any 
one of these activities a higher 
priority would have raised my 
quality of life. What I learned in 
retirement is that these activities 
can be additive, not subtractive, 
to my days, and that they can 

take relatively short periods 
of time. They can’t all be done 
simultaneously, but the key is to 
start doing something that refills 
the tank. 

After taking this time to 
refill my tank, I went back 
to work, first as an advisor 
in a private sector firm and 
most recently as an executive 
director of a metropolitan 
planning organization. But I 
have continued many of these 
adopted practices, working with 
a personal trainer, meditating, 
reading more broadly, and 
talking to people all over the 
country. I prioritize my family 
engagement and getting out on 
the weekends. I even take an 
occasional 4:00 p.m. hike on 
a weekday.

With the perspective gained 
during a year away from being a 
city manager, I encourage local 
government managers and 

young professionals to look for 
small steps to create time for 
mental, physical, emotional, and 
spiritual growth. Yes, these jobs 
are incredibly demanding and 
doing them well takes lots of 
time and energy. But the 
practice of finding one thing you 
want to learn about or invest 
time in can greatly enhance your 
quality of life and increase the 
fuel in your tank. As the saying 
goes, a wise person learns from 
the experience of others. My 
hope is that something from my 
experience can increase the 
wisdom of those working in 
the profession every day. 

As city manager, 
I found myself 
constantly 
distracted and 
distant from 
those closest 
to me. Even on 
vacation, the 
stress of the job 
was always a low 
hum in the back 
of my brain.
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Eight in 10 local officials—and 
many of their employees—
have faced harassment, 
threats, or violence on the 
job, according to the National 
League of Cities (NLC).1 

Public health officials have 
come under fire for mask and 
vaccine mandates—80% of 
those surveyed in Colorado 
were threatened since the 
pandemic began.2 Meanwhile, 
teachers and school board 
members are targeted for 
book bans and lessons 
about race and sexuality, 
city managers are facing 
backlash for budgetary cuts 
amid a flagging economy, and 

Cities, counties, and towns of all sizes can take steps to  
support their employees, who have been recent targets in battles  

over health, racial, economic, and political issues.

How ICMA Is  
Using Psychological  

Science to Boost
Mental Health in  
the Workplace

one third of local election 
officials polled in 2021 said 
they feel unsafe at work.3 
Some workers encounter 
antagonism and hate speech 
at public meetings; others 
receive death threats by phone 
or see their children harassed 
at school.

The attacks have left many 
local government workers 
feeling overwhelmed at work 
and stressed at home.

To help build supportive 
workplaces for municipal 
employees, as well as other 
workers across the country, 
ICMA partnered with the 
American Psychological 

Association (APA) to 
launch the Mental Health 
in the Workplace initiative 
in 2022.4 More than 150 
groups, including nonprofit 
organizations, for-profit 
companies, universities, and 
local governments, have now 
joined the effort to redefine 
how employers approach 
mental health.

“The most challenging 
obstacle to making significant 
progress is erasing the 
stigma attached to mental 
health treatment,” said Marc 
A. Ott, ICMA’s CEO and 
Executive Director. “As 
leaders, our responsibility 

is to demonstrate that it is 
not a sign of weakness to 
ask for help but in fact a sign 
of strength.”

A Tough Spot
Compounding stress—left 
unaddressed—can cause 
problems at both the personal 
and the organizational level. 
U.S. workers say that stress on 
the job has negatively affected 
their work performance, 
leading to low motivation, 
trouble focusing, and a lack of 
effort, according to APA’s 2022 
Work and Well-being Survey.5 
Over time, it can also increase 
absenteeism and employee 

BY ZARA ABRAMS
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turnover and cause other 
organizational challenges.6

Returning to “business as 
usual” after the pandemic has 
been a lingering challenge 
often involving backlogs, 
burnout, and budgetary 
restrictions. At the same 
time, many staffers are 
still dealing with ongoing 
personal stressors related 
to COVID-19, such as 
mourning the loss of a 
family member.

For example, a recent study 
in the journal Psychological 
Trauma found that law 
enforcement and justice 
workers are experiencing 

psychological distress 
related to the loss of social 
support and a lack of 
work-life balance.7

On top of the mounting 
workload, municipal 
employees report facing more 
incivility, harassment, and 
threats. That hostility affects 
not only prominent elected 
officials, but also public 
servants at the local level who 
weren’t elected or appointed 
by a politician.

In response, some 
workers have started taking 
medications to manage 
their anxiety or have sought 
support from a therapist, 

according to the NLC.8 
Others report feeling waning 
motivation and productivity 
at work and seeking stronger 
security measures to protect 
themselves and their families, 
according to research 
published in the American 
Journal of Public Health.9 Some 
have simply resigned.

“People in the U.S. are 
gearing-up for a big 2024 
election year. Political 
polarization may get worse 
before it gets better,” said 
Dennis Stolle, JD, PhD, APA’s 
senior director of applied 
psychology. “This puts 
added stress on CAOs, city 

“As leaders, our 
responsibility is 
to demonstrate 

that it is not 
a sign of 

weakness to 
ask for help but 
in fact a sign of 

strength.” 
—Marc A. Ott, ICMA CEO  

and Executive Director
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health at work, according 
to research published in 
the International Journal of 
Stress Management.10

“Leaders need to be self-
aware because our mental 
health affects the entire 
organization,” said Ott. “We 
have to change the climate 
within organizations and 
CAOs are in the perfect 
position to help make 
that change.” 

This article was developed 
in partnership with the 
American Psychological 
Association (apa.org).

ENDNOTES AND RESOURCES
1 https://www.nlc.org/wp-content/
uploads/2021/11/On-the-Frontlines-
of-Todays-Cities-1.pdf
2 https://khn.org/news/public-health-
officials-face-wave-of-threats-pressure-
amid-coronavirus-response/
3 https://www.brennancenter.org/our-
work/research-reports/local-election-
officials-survey-june-2021
4 https://www.apa.org/news/press/
releases/2022/04/nonprofits-mental-
health-support
5 https://www.apa.org/pubs/reports/
work-well-being/2022-mental-health-
support
6 https://www.cdc.gov/
workplacehealthpromotion/tools-
resources/pdfs/WHRC-Mental-
Health-and-Stress-in-the-Workplac-
Issue-Brief-H.pdf
7 https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?
doi=10.1037%2Ftra0001221

and county managers, and 
their staffs. These workers 
may become the target 
of unjustified, politically 
motivated incivility. So, 
supporting their psychological 
well-being and building their 
psychological resilience 
becomes more important 
than ever.”

Shifting Workplace 
Culture
More than 80% of workers 
said in APA’s 2022 Work and 
Well-being Survey that mental 
health supports—including 
flexible hours and onsite 
professionals with mental 
health training—are important 
when choosing a new job. 

“Our aim is to give 
leaders the tools to be 
more supportive of their 
workforce’s mental health,” 
said APA CEO Arthur C. 
Evans Jr., PhD. “Empowered 
with strategies grounded in 
psychological science, leaders 
can do many things to create 
work environments that 
are psychologically healthy, 
normalize mental health 
issues, and support workers’ 
overall well-being.”

Here are some of ICMA’s 
recommendations for how 
employers can foster a culture 
of well-being at work:

1.	Prioritize mental health.

Embracing psychological 
well-being as something that’s 
safe to talk about should be 
a priority for organizations, 
said Ott. ICMA hosted eight 
events related to mental health 
at its 2022 annual conference, 
including a panel discussion 
focused on emotional 
exhaustion and its effect on the 
chief administrative officer, with 
more on the docket for 2023.

ZARA ABRAMS is a freelance 
science writer based in Los 
Angeles. She writes about 
psychology, neuroscience, 
and health.

Resources
ICMA, APA, and other 
nonprofits have partnered 
to supply employers with 
free resources that provide 
concrete tips and strategies 
for implementing these 
recommendations and many 
others. All local government 
employers are welcome 
and encouraged to take 
advantage of these resources 
by signing on to the Striving 
for Mental Health Excellence 
program at apa.org/
workplace-mental-health. 
Find additional mental 
resources on the ICMA 
website at icma.org/topics/
mental-health.

8 https://www.nlc.org/wp-content/
uploads/2021/11/On-the-Frontlines-
of-Todays-Cities-1.pdf
9 https://ajph.aphapublications.org/
doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2022.306797
10 https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?
doi=10.1037%2Fa0039479

2.	Practice listening in 
the workplace. 

Listening to employees 
and using their feedback to 
improve workplace culture 
is another key way to bolster 
mental health. The mechanics 
will likely differ from one 
organization to the next, Stolle 
said, but could take the form 
of a daily check-in email or 
a monthly company-wide 
well-being survey.

3.	Audit mental  
health benefits. 

Organizations should ensure 
that health insurance policies 
cover adequate mental 
health care services—and 
that employees know how to 
access them. If such services 
aren’t being used, workers 
may need more information 
about what sort of help is 
available and where to find it.

4.	Train leaders to  
promote well-being. 

Even just three hours of 
mental health awareness 
training can improve 
attitudes toward mental 

1 8  |  P U B L I C  M A N A G E M E N T  |  M A Y  2 0 2 3



Local Government Budget 
Solutions for the 21st Century 

Let data lead the way. ResourceX  
is the leader in priority-based budgeting 

for local governments. 

Learn more at resourcex.net.

THANK YOU TO OUR 
STRATEGIC PARTNER

ICMA is the leading organization for change makers,  
those committed to creating and sustaining thriving  

communities throughout the world — and seeking the  
right solutions to make it happen.



Historically and today, there are many myths 
and misconceptions associated with mental 
health.1 These misconceptions led to widespread 

acceptance of wellness as defined by physical health, 
overlooking the critical significance of mental and 
emotional aspects of health. The pandemic forced 
us to consider mental and emotional health as 
key factors of overall well-being as we collectively 
navigated unprecedented times. This renewed focus 
and emphasis on mental health manifested itself at 
workplaces through not only employer-provided 

In the wake of the pandemic and the Great Resignation, it’s 
incumbent upon local government leaders to examine their 
workplace culture through a lens of mental health.

Addressing  
MENTAL AND  
EMOTIONAL 
WELLNESS  
Through 
Organizational  
Culture

mental health programs and initiatives, but also calls to 
shift organization culture.2,3

On a macro level, team leaders were called to be more 
aware of their team’s mental and emotional well-being 
and needs, and to adjust the workload accordingly. On a 
micro level, many team leaders began holding space for 
team members to share their concerns about external 
impacts on their work and subsequent challenges in 
maintaining the workload. We soon began normalizing 
and accepting that during these times the boundary 
between our work life and our personal life became 

BY POOJA BACHANI DI GIOVANNA AND ALEXANDER DESANTIS

2 0  |  P U B L I C  M A N A G E M E N T  |  M A Y  2 0 2 3



M A Y  2 0 2 3  |  P U B L I C  M A N A G E M E N T  |  2 1



It is important to recognize 
signs of burnout early on in 
yourself and in your team 
for individual well-being and 
organizational function. It 
is important to create and 
maintain a work culture that 
values emotional and mental 
health. “Managers need to get 
better at listening, shifting, and 
pushing for their organizations 
to transform in progressive 
ways that support the new 
needs of the workforce.” Craig 
Cowdrey of the Harvard 
Business Review calls for team 
leaders to become agents of 
change in their organizations 
and to set the precedent that 
we need to focus not just on 
employee performance but 
employee well-being as well. 

Stay Interviews: One way 
to do this is by conducting 
stay interviews.8 Stay interviews 
are a simple and effective way 
to take a litmus test of your 
organization and see where 
your employees need more 
assistance and support to be 
satisfied in their position. 
This special type of check-in 
gives you the opportunity 
to connect with your team 
members, learn how they are 
feeling, get an insight into 
their emotional and mental 
well-being, and identify 
signs of burnout and fatigue. 
These conversations can help 
illuminate areas where you or 
the organization can provide 
resources and support to help 
your team members.

By conducting one to 
three annual stay interviews 
and asking key questions, a 
supervisor can get valuable 
feedback from the organization 
and better address the needs 
of employees to retain talent. 
Important questions to 
ask include:
•	 Why do you stay in 

your position?

more blurry than it was before. 
This called for greater awareness 
of the impact that the pandemic 
and the Great Resignation 
had on organizations and their 
team members’ mental and 
emotional wellness. 

The Great Resignation 
After a mass exodus of local 
government employees, many 
municipalities were left to 
reflect on how and why they 
should focus on their workplace 

industries, and local government 
is no exception.5 The unique 
public-facing role of local 
government, coupled with 
staff shortages and exhaustion 
on the part of the community, 
has exacerbated this situation. 
Research shows that burnout is 
one of the leading reasons why 
local governments are struggling 
to retain employees and 
maintain operations.6 William 
Resh, associate professor at 
American University, says, •	 Which aspects of your job 

do you enjoy most?
•	 What are your toughest 

challenges and could 
you use assistance in 
these areas?

•	 What can your supervisor 
do to support you? 

•	 When did you think about 
leaving the organization 
and why?

While this dialogue must be 
followed up with real action, 
it can be a powerful tool to 
retain an organization’s most 
talented employees.

Debriefs: Another helpful 
check-in is to host post-project 
debriefs designed to assess 
how employees feel following 
projects or initiatives that 
are heavily front-facing. It is 
important to understand the 
challenges team members 
are facing during public 
engagement processes to find 
ways to not only mitigate 
those challenges, but also have 
team buy-in for future public 
engagement. Team buy-in 
and support is a significant 
component of effective 
public engagement.

Support Networks: An 
additional way to navigate 
burnout is by building and 
maintaining personal and 
professional support networks.9 
This network should include 
peers as well as team leaders 
who can understand the 
challenges you are facing, hold 

experience and culture to retain 
high-quality employees that 
will serve their community 
and support the organizational 
mission.4 National surveys 
of public sector employees 
tell us that local government 
employees are frustrated with 
a lack of recognition, training 
and development, change 
management, work-life balance, 
flexibility, equity and inclusion, 
and pay. 

The Great Resignation left 
many organizations short 
staffed, which led to burnout 
and fatigue for the team 
members that remained. Simply 
put, local governments did not 
have the resources, begging 
the question—how can we 
adjust the workplace culture 
to meet staff needs and retain 
team members?

Burnout and Fatigue
Recently, burnout and fatigue 
have been widespread across 

“Local governments must 
understand that many citizen-
facing jobs do not simply require 
‘hard’ skills, like speaking 
another language. They require 
‘soft’ skills, like being able to 
interact with frustrated members 
of the public for hours at a time.” 

What exactly is burnout? 
Psychology Today defines 
burnout as “a state of 
emotional, mental, and often 
physical exhaustion brought 
on by prolonged or repeated 
stress.”7 The signs of burnout, 
while recognizable, exist 
along a continuum, differing 
based on the degree and the 
individual. Dr. Bourg Carter 
highlights that the symptoms of 
burnout stretch across physical, 
emotional, and mental well-
being. We all have experienced 
burnout at one point in our 
lives, and you may, in fact, be 
experiencing it right now as you 
read this or know of someone 
on your team going through it. 

Stay interviews 
are a simple 
and effective 
way to take 
a litmus 
test of your 
organization.

The last three years have 
not only exhausted the 
workforce but changed the 
psychology of the work culture 
and environment. 
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SFDPH has sought to 
incorporate mindfulness 
techniques into a variety 
of day-to-day operations. 
They use three- to five-
minute check-ins before 
starting meetings to perform 
breathing exercises and 
other mindfulness activities 
that help improve focus and 
clarity on the job. They also 
embed trauma-informed 
systems trainers within 
their organization to serve 
as content experts that 
support an internal team of 
TIS champions who “plan, 
implement, and support 
activities that promote 
organizational healing.” 
Consistently evaluating the 
effectiveness of these efforts 
allows SFDPH to further 
fine tune and enhance 
its approach.

An Opportunity  
for Change
The Great Resignation and the 
pandemic have provided us with 
an opportunity to carefully 
assess the health of our 
workplace cultures. Burnout is 
happening across the country, 
impacting all local governments 
in all departments. Prioritizing 
mental and emotional well-
being at work by changing the 
workplace culture to be more 
mindful and trauma informed is 
just one way in which we can 
help our team members not 
only do well in their work but 
also enjoy it. 

space to listen, and provide 
support. A diverse network of 
trusted friends and colleagues 
can help alleviate some of the 
symptoms of burnout and 
improve overall emotional and 
mental well-being.

One factor of burnout is 
apathy and cynicism toward 
work, leading individuals to 
retreat into themselves and 
only focus on that which 
is absolutely necessary for 
their role. However, research 
shows that by doing the exact 
opposite, they reduce the 
impacts of burnout.10 Dr. ​​
Jaclyn Margolis of Pepperdine 
University found that “being 
nice, in the form of generosity, 
support, and kindness, can 
help employees succeed…
from improving their mood 
to reducing burnout.” In other 
words, helping others can 
improve mental and emotional 
well-being! Team leaders can 
help by creating workplace 
cultures focused on gratitude 
and kindness.

So much of local government 
is front facing that sometimes 
we overlook the mental and 
emotional impact of that on our 
team members. Recognizing 
burnout and finding ways to 
help team members navigate 
can not only improve overall 
emotional well-being, but also 
improve staff retention rates.

Trauma-Informed 
Workplaces
Shifting workplace cultures to 
reflect an increased awareness 
of mental and emotional 
well-being also includes 
creating trauma-informed 
workplaces. The last three 
years have not only exhausted 
the workforce but changed 
the psychology of the work 
culture and environment. We 
need workplaces and cultures 
to account for and prepare 

to address the aftereffects 
of the last three years; we 
need workplaces that are 
trauma informed.11

A trauma-informed 
workplace is “one that operates 
with an understanding of trauma 
and its negative effects on the 
organization’s employees and 
the communities it serves and 
works to mitigate those effects.” 
In practice, this looks like 
building a culture that supports 
psychological safety within an 
organization. Psychological 
safety can look like a team 
environment in which it is 
okay to make a mistake or 
express that you don’t know 
something. Psychologically 
safe organizations create and 
hold space for team members 
to express their struggles 
without fear of job security. A 
trauma-informed workplace can 
help meet employee needs for 
emotional and mental well-
being and create a workplace 
environment that retains 
team members.

The San Francisco 
Department of Public Health 
learned firsthand how successful 
a trauma-informed workplace 
can be. “As in the general 
population, departmental 
staff previously experienced 
withdrawal, decreased 
motivation, and lacked trust 
in the organization and their 
supervisors. Diverse and 
mission-driven employees felt 
disempowered, thus sapping 
their initiative and feeding into 
an “us versus them” mentality. 
For that reason, SFDPH’s 
Trauma Informed System 
(TIS) initiative is aimed 
at transforming the health 
department’s organizational 
culture into one that proactively 
empowers people, nurtures 
and respects their engagement, 
and is employee-led 
and self-sustaining.”12
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11 https://hbr.org/2022/03/we-need-
trauma-informed-workplaces
12 https://www.chcs.org/resource/
implementing-trauma-informed-
practices-throughout-the-san-francisco-
department-of-public-health/

POOJA BACHANI 
DI GIOVANNA is the 
assistant director at 
the Davenport Institute 
and works on program 
development and delivery, 
communications, and 
strategic relations.

ALEXANDER DESANTIS is 
a presidential management 
fellow and budget analyst 
with the United States 
Forest Service.

Psychological safety can look 
like a team environment in  
which it is okay to make a 

mistake or express that you  
don’t know something.

M A Y  2 0 2 3  |  P U B L I C  M A N A G E M E N T  |  2 3



By better 
understanding 
vitality and the 
factors that 
impact it, local 
government 
organizations have 
a path to more 
deeply understand 
the unique needs 
of their employees.

Vitality Fuels a  
Healthy  
Workforce

BY SANDRA DIAZ-CASTILLO
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to bounce back after illness, 
injury or other hardships. 

Gig Workers
Autonomy and choice drive 
vitality levels for workers, 
including independent 
contractors and gig workers. 
The majority of these workers 
have medium vitality levels, 
but there are distinctions 
between high and low levels. 
The top two age groups of 
gig workers are 18 to 34 
(38%) and 45 to 64 (33%), 
but gig workers with low or 
high vitality levels are more 
likely to be 35 to 44 years old. 
They also are more likely to 
work multiple jobs and to be 
seeking other work. Those 
with low vitality are likely 
to have trouble finding a job 
working for an employer 
or say they need to develop 
marketable skills. In contrast, 
high-vitality gig workers are 
more likely to have chosen 
their path because it lets them 
decide how, when, and where 
to work. They earn more than 
their low-vitality counterparts 
and have greater confidence 
in their ability to keep up with 

Higher vitality is linked to a 
more motivated, connected, 
and productive workforce. 
Yet many employed adults 
are operating with low levels 
of vitality, jeopardizing 
their ability to engage and 
contribute, and increasing 
the likelihood of poor 
work quality, employee 
absenteeism, and turnover. 

By better understanding 
vitality and the factors that 
impact it, employers can help 
fuel a healthier workforce and 
drive business and economic 
growth. The Evernorth Vitality 
Index benchmark study found 
that U.S. adults who work for 
pay (“workers”) have higher 
levels of vitality than those 
who are unemployed. The 
research indicates a number 
of potential reasons, including 
access to health benefits, 
care, and services. The vast 
majority (95%) of workers 
with high vitality say they 
have health insurance, and 
51% indicate they obtain it 
through their employer. In 
addition, 77% of workers have 
a primary care provider, and 
69% had an annual physical 
within the past year. Overall, 
people who are employed 
are more likely to consider 
themselves in excellent health 
than people who are not 
employed (20% vs. 9%), with 
significantly more workers 
reporting excellent mental 
health (23% vs. 10%) and 
excellent physical health (17% 
vs. 8%). The research indicates 
workers are more likely to eat 
well (44%), exercise (78%), 
and have better sleep quality 
(15%). They are also less likely 
to experience chronic pain 
(25% vs. 46%). 

Sixty-four percent of 
workers report having a 
chronic condition such as 
high blood pressure (21%), 

high cholesterol (19%), 
depression or anxiety (19%), 
asthma (13%), diabetes 
(11%), or arthritis (11%), 
and 22% of workers have at 
least two chronic conditions. 
However, those with chronic 
conditions believe more 
strongly than non-workers 
with chronic conditions that 
they can manage their health 
(48% vs. 28%). Among those 
who are not employed, 73% 
reported having at least one 
chronic condition, and 25% 
strongly agree they have 
“good medical care” for 
their health condition. This 
is in contrast to the 28% of 
workers with at least one 
chronic condition who feel 
the same. People who are 
employed often demonstrate 
a level of competence in 
other areas of their life as 
well. They are significantly 
more likely to feel confident 
in their ability to complete 
difficult tasks compared with 
those who are not employed 
(53% vs. 41%). More 
workers than non-workers 
say they are able to adapt 
when changes occur and tend 

their expenses. They also are 
more likely to work more 
than 30 hours a week, while 
low-vitality gig workers tend 
to work less. 

Work Culture  
and Vitality
Vitality also helps quantify 
the relationship between 
work culture and employee 
wellness. We learned that 
workers tend to have 
higher vitality levels when 
they feel their employers 
prioritize their wellness, 
enable them to maintain 
strong work-life balance, 
and communicate clearly. 
Workers with high vitality 
are more likely to agree that 
their employer provides 
adequate opportunities to 
care for personal health 
(71%) and shows focus 
on wellness in actions 
and communications 
(62%). While many 
workers feel supported by 
their employers, sizable 
minorities do not, and 29% 
of all workers say that work 
causes their personal life  
to suffer.
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to feel they can easily express 
their opinions or feelings 
about their job conditions, 
agree that their manager tries 
to understand how they see 
things, and feel encouraged to 
ask questions.

Stress and Vitality 
Among all workers, 25% often 
feel stress because of work 
and an additional 42% report 
that they sometimes feel stress 
from work. Digging deeper 
reveals that 20% of employed 
people with high vitality feel 
stress often or very often 
because of their work, as do 

Internal communication 
is key in demonstrating 
employers’ priorities and 
enabling a sense of autonomy 
for employees. Workers with 
high vitality are distinguished 
by a near-universal sense 
that they are kept informed 
about what is going on in the 
company (93% vs. 52% of low-
vitality workers). Interestingly, 
we found that many workers 
with high vitality are at a 
transitional period. They are 
more likely to be in the 35 to 
44 age bracket, representing a 
large share of working parents 
and professionals who may 
be experiencing positive life 
shifts, such as engagements, 
pregnancy, and new 
parenthood. Their families and 
relationships lend themselves 
to positive social well-being; 
we found that 92% of high-
vitality workers make time 
for relationships.

This group also illustrates 
that thriving at work is possible 
within a supportive work 
culture, with 72% saying 
that their work environment 
enables their family and 
personal commitments, 
compared with just 13% of low-
vitality workers. 

Work Relationships 
and Vitality
While work culture is critical 
for fostering wellness and 
boosting vitality, personal 
relationships at work also 
play an important role. 
Employed people with high 
vitality overwhelmingly 
“feel connected with people” 
at work (79%) compared 
to 36% of medium-vitality 
workers and 12% of 
low-vitality workers.

In addition, those with 
high vitality report strong 
relationships with their 
managers and are more likely 

39% of low-vitality workers. 
However, employees with high 
vitality are less likely to miss 
work due to illness or stress. 
Only one in four missed a 
day in the last month due to 
stress, compared to 35% of 
low-vitality workers, while a 
third (32%) with high vitality 
missed a day of work due 
to illness in the past month, 
compared to nearly half (47%) 
of low-vitality workers.

Interestingly, however, high-
vitality workers are as likely, 
or more likely, to feel stress as 
their low-vitality counterparts 
in several areas:
•	 24% vs. 17% report they 

often or very often have 
unreasonable deadlines.

•	 28% vs. 29% say they often 
or very often have too 
much work.

Vitality Differs 
Across Industries
Industries that skew white collar 
tend to have the highest vitality, 
with finance and technology 
workers maintaining some of 
the highest levels. Relatedly, 
64% of high-vitality workers 
report having a white-collar 
family, compared to 34% of low-
vitality workers. Still, people 
in the manufacturing industry 
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with their jobs (97%) and 
report greater chances 
for advancement at work 
(92%). In contrast, 71% 
of those with low vitality 
are satisfied with their 
jobs and 49% are satisfied 
with their chances 
for advancement.

•	 65% have been in their 
current job for more than 
a year, compared to 44% 
of low-vitality workers. 

•	 88% would like to be 
working for the same 
employer in three years, 
compared to 50% of those 
with low vitality. 

•	 Just 11% of high-vitality 
workers applied for a new 
job in the past year. 

Conclusion
High vitality also correlates 
with positive personal 
experiences. Among 
workers with high vitality, 
90% enjoy the people they 
spend time with, compared 
to 16% of those with low 
vitality, and 89% can 
identify places that bring 
them a sense of peace, 
compared to 10% of their 
low-vitality counterparts. 
The data suggests that 

(blue collar) have higher than 
average levels of vitality. 

Industries with lower levels 
of vitality (e.g., hospitality, 
restaurants, utilities, retail) tend 
to have the youngest, most 
recently hired workers and are 
least likely to offer a standard 
9-to-5 work day. Their workers 
tend to face more difficult 
economic circumstances, 
with many reporting that their 
income doesn’t cover their 
living costs. It is not surprising 
that as a result these workers 
generally lack autonomy and a 
feeling of connectedness: 
•	 Among those who have 

been at their jobs for less 
than a year, 54% say they 
are confident they can do 
their job well (vs. 66% for 
all workers).

•	 Short-tenure workers are 
more likely to be lonely (73% 
vs. 55%), feel left out, and 
lack companionship. 

•	 While 50% of short-
tenure workers rate their 
mental health as good or 
excellent, they over index 
on measures of stress, panic, 
and depression.

They fall behind in other 
areas as well: 
•	 43% of night-shift workers 

say they have time for 
relationships vs. 59% of day-
shift workers. 

•	 43% trust their health 
care provider vs. 61% of 
all workers.

•	 Far fewer night-shift workers 
have seen a doctor in the past 
year than all workers (56% 
vs. 69%).

Workforce Vitality 
Matters
The Evernorth Vitality Index 
study confirms that vitality 
levels are associated with 
key workforce engagement 
measures. By better 

understanding vitality and 
the factors that impact it, 
employers have a path to more 
deeply understand the unique 
needs of their people, make 
meaningful investments in 
workforce health, and grow. 

Workers with High 
Vitality Demonstrate 
Strong Performance
•	 90% feel confident they 

can do things well at work, 
compared to just 28% of 
those with low vitality. 

•	 31% have taken on additional 
responsibilities at work in the 
past year, compared to 23% 
of low-vitality workers. 

•	 69% feel they receive 
appropriate recognition 
and rewards, compared 
to 21% of their 
low-vitality counterparts.

•	 38% received a raise and 19% 
received a promotion last 
year, compared to 27% with 
low vitality who received a 
raise and 9% who received 
a promotion.

Workers with High 
Vitality Are More 
Satisfied at Work
•	 People with high vitality are 

almost universally satisfied 
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Evernorth Research 
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leads the Health Equity and 
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CIGNA
At Cigna (cigna.com), we 
understand that better health, 
convenience and savings 
shouldn’t have to be a choice. 
Through a deep understanding 
of benefits management 
in the public sector, we’re 
equipped to deliver an 
experience that’s tailored to 
your needs. Together, we’ll 
look for opportunities to help 
improve the health of your 
employees and their families, 
create innovative programs for 
collaboration and engagement, 
and help you reduce your total 
health care costs. 

vitality is a catalyst for growth 
that can help people achieve 
the healthiest versions of 
themselves, inspiring a ripple 
effect that can fuel healthier, 
more engaged families, 
workplaces, and 
communities. 
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Promoting 
EMPATHY  
as a Leadership  
Skill and Debunking 
Some Myths

BY DR. NICOLE PRICE

THE MOST 
EFFECTIVE LOCAL 

GOVERNMENT 
LEADERS 

UNDERSTAND 
THAT EMPATHY  
IS A STRENGTH,  

NOT A WEAKNESS.
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needed to get the job done, 
they must understand what 
those needs are. This is 
why leading with empathy 
matters. Empathy is critical 
to this mutual understanding. 
Contrary to what many 
believe, leading with empathy 
is not about hand-holding 
or making excuses. It is the 
opposite. Empathy is the 
foundation that allows us to 
move forward.

Leading with empathy is 
about understanding others 
and then strategically leveraging 
that understanding to make 
progress. Yes, I used empathy, 
strategic, and leverage in the same 
sentence—I bet you didn’t 
expect that. The job to be done 
may be getting your team to 
arrive on time and ready to start 
meetings. If your team member 
is scheduled at a mandated 
meeting across town that ends 
15 minutes before yours begins, 
and it takes 20 minutes to get 
across town, they rarely will be 
on time. If you don’t understand 
why they always arrive late (and 
stressed), you’re not going to 
solve the problem. In fact, a lack 
of understanding will make the 
problem worse.

Many people equate empathy 
with caring. When the topic of 
empathy comes up, it’s common 
for people to think, “Now 
you expect me to care about 
everyone—what they’re doing, 
how they’re feeling. I don’t have 
time for that.” While caring is 
often a natural consequence 
of practicing empathy, the 
truth is caring is not required; 
understanding is. When you 
start with understanding, you 

eople who lack empathy, 
as I once did, share the 
belief that they can get 

a ton accomplished when they 
don’t concern themselves with 
“people issues.” 

They think that lacking 
empathy just might provide 
the buoyancy to results rather 
than the barrier. But the 
tragedy is that sometimes we 
need to take a subjective view. 
We need to humanize the 
people in front of us. We need 
to step into situations and 
ask: “What would I want to 
happen if it were me?” “What 
does this person need most 
right now?”

The challenge is how 
do you get leaders to start 
prioritizing empathy if they 
don’t believe it belongs in 
their toolbox of leadership 
characteristics? The evidence 
that empathy in the workplace 
is a boon for business is quite 
convincing: 87 percent of 
CEOs believe a company’s 
financial performance is 
tied to empathy in the 

workplace, as do 79 percent of 
HR professionals.1

But I understand why 
some well-meaning, logical, 
reasonable, results-focused 
leaders find it hard to 
comprehend why people 
simply cannot do their jobs. 
After all, they’ve committed 
themselves to these roles, so 
why would they need coaxing, 
cajoling, or hand-holding? It 
used to frustrate the heck out 
of me, too, until I recognized 
that commitment works both 
ways: employee to employer 
and employer to employee. If 
the employer is not committed 
to providing the employee the 
support, tools, and resources 
required to get their job done, 
they can’t expect an employee 
to keep their commitment to 
get their job done. 

Empathy = 
Understanding 
Your Employees
Of course, for the employer 
to commit to providing 
the employee with what’s 

might begin to care about the 
person’s plight.

Meantime, let’s clear up 
some misunderstandings—
some long-standing myths 
about empathy—and 
debunk them:

Myth #1:  
Empathy requires you to 
adopt the other person’s 
beliefs and values. 
Empathy is not believing 
another’s beliefs or living 
another’s values. Empathy is 
understanding why another 
person believes what they 
believe and values what they 
value, even if it’s different 
from your own.

Myth #2:  
Empathy is feeling sorry 
for another person. 
Empathy is understanding 
and being sensitive to 
another person’s thoughts, 
feelings, and experiences; it 
is not commiserating with 
another person, which is 
based on your own thoughts, 
feelings, and experiences. 
While there are times to feel 
sorry for people, that is not 
the definition of empathy.

Myth #3:  
Empathy makes 
you weak. 
Empathy takes the courage 
to acknowledge and sit 
with your own difficult 
feelings so that you can 
better understand and 
connect with those around 

Leading with empathy  
is about understanding 
others and then 
strategically leveraging 
that understanding to  
make progress.
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you. Connecting to others 
strengthens relationships and 
has been shown to reduce 
depression and anxiety.

Myth #4:  
You can’t always 
practice empathy.
Yes, you can. Empathy does not 
require action. It is the simple 
act of trying to understand and 
get into the shoes of another 
person. Your ability to respond 
better is improved as your level 
of understanding expands.

Myth #5:  
Empathy is give, give, give. 
This debunking involves 
three components:
•	 While empathy can feel 

overwhelming at times, 
healthy empathy requires 

DR. NICOLE PRICE is the 
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of Spark The Heart: 
Engineering Empathy In 
Your Organization. She also 
is the CEO of Lively Paradox, a 
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that focuses on practicing 
empathy in leadership. 
Originally trained as an 
engineer, Dr. Price’s technical 
background enhances her 
objective approach to solving 
process problems and helping 
people focus on solutions. 
(https://drnicoleprice.com)

boundaries. You might 
burn out if you try to 
understand the feelings and 
circumstances of everyone 
around you 24 hours a day.

•	 Acting with empathy 
provides benefits to the 
empathizer, too. For starters, 
it helps you understand and 
regulate your own emotions 
and promotes better 
connections with others.

•	 You aren’t always the 
empathizer. You have been 
on the receiving end of 
empathy from those you 
choose to spend time with.

Conclusion
It comes down to this: empathy 
is a strength, not a weakness. It 
can be built and developed. 
And it’s critically important for 
leaders to know that. It’s vital 
that they strengthen their 
empathy muscle so they can 
connect with, galvanize, and 
unify their workforce. Because a 
workforce that feels understood 
will help their leaders build a 
successful organization. 

ENDNOTE
1 https://www.prnewswire.com/
news-releases/businessolver-quantifies-
empathy-in-the-workplace-87-percent-
of-ceos-agree-that-a-companys-
financial-performance-is-tied-to-
empathy-300628497.html

Empathy takes 
the courage to 
acknowledge and sit 
with your own difficult 
feelings so that you 
can better understand 
and connect with those 
around you.
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A ccording to the 
Centers for Disease 
Control and 
Prevention, “Mental 
health includes 

our emotional, psychological, 
and social well-being. It affects 
how we think, feel, and act. It 
also helps determine how we 
handle stress, relate to others, 
and make healthy choices.” 
Each one of us brings our 
unique blend of these traits to 
the workplace every day. But 
how do we as employees show 
up with authenticity and as 
managers promote a culture 
of psychological safety, trust, 
belonging, and inclusion as 
we all work to accomplish 
our mission?

This was the message of our 
speakers Ian Coyle, Melissa 
Murphy-Rodrigues, Jeff Parks, 
and Charlene Marsh in their 
ICMA Coaching Webinar, 
“Everyone Has Personal 

Working toward equilibrium for yourself and for your 
staff, personally and in the workplace

Balancing
BY IAN COYLE, ICMA-CM; 
JEFF PARKS; MELISSA 
MURPHY-RODRIGUES, 
ICMA-CM; AND 
CHARLENE MARSH

Personal Challenges with 
Organizational Demands

Challenges: How to Balance 
Personal Requirements with 
Organizational Demands.” To 
watch the webinar (originally 
presented in November 2022), 
scan the QR code at the end of 
this article.

Balancing Your Home 
Life and Work Life
Our new coaching 
facilitator, Ian Coyle, county 
administrator, Livingston 
County, New York, set the stage 
for the topic. He said that to be 
an effective local government 
administrator it helps to have 
clarity of mind, an intentional 
purpose for the day ahead, and 
a requisite combination of inner 
peace and resilience to block 
out the noise and negativity 
that tends to creep up on a 
daily basis. Bringing emotional 
baggage from home into the 
workplace or carrying a similar 
type of baggage from work to 

home when returning to family 
portends challenges ahead. 

Striking that just-right 
balance between your work life 
and your home life is critically 
important, especially for the 
2023 city/county manager who 
is seemingly always on the job. 
Emails, news, social media, and 
life in the proverbial fishbowl 
are the perpetual roadblocks 
in the way of this balance. We 
should acknowledge these 
challenges for what they 
are—known obstacles—and 
radically accept them for what 
they are and move on, versus 
perseverating on some negative 
externality that is usually 
outside of our control.

With respect to the demands 
on our time and the stressors 

affecting local government 
leaders, we should practice 
sound mental health techniques 
for ourselves and support the 
mental health and emotional 
fitness of our staff. As leaders, 
we must lead from the front 
and be comfortable with 
talking about mental health, 
such as the importance of 
recharging and resetting. 
We must encourage—and 
not discourage—time off 
to unwind from the toils 
of an often-challenging 
work environment in 
local government.

Finally, being mindful 
and intentional and actively 
listening and staying engaged 
with staff through their 
struggles are must-have traits 
for chief administrative officers. 
Over the past few years, 
the workplace has changed 
globally. Many professions, 
even within the public sector, 
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have become more flexible, 
and municipalities have 
struggled to remain relevant 
in a changing and competitive 
job market. In order to survive, 
progressive municipal leaders 
have learned that without 
adaptation we will be unable 
to thrive and compete in this 
new reality. Prospective and 
current employee expectations 
about the workplace have 
changed, and it has become 
the municipal leader’s 
responsibility to manage and 
meet those expectations.

Balancing Tasks 
and Teams
Jeff Parks, president, 
Performance Breakthroughs, 
Inc., believes that if your 
employees have passion 
for their work, many of 
these managerial challenges 
melt away.

According to Jeff, the job of 
a manager is easy to describe, 
but hard to do. He says, “All you 
have to do is to balance both 
tasks and people.” Jeff shared 
three different tools to assist 

managers with 
doing this. The 

first one was the Performance 
Equation, a six-cell framework 
that equips individuals 
and teams for maximum 
performance. The Performance 
Equation challenges individuals 
to think about what the 
organization can do better, 
what the manager can do 
better, and what the performer 
can do better to leverage 
this approach.

The second tool that Jeff 
shared is the Continuum 
of Commitment. This 
tool can be used in order 
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culture within the workplace 
is a tool for both employee 
retention and employee 
attraction. A municipality may 
not always have the financial 
resources to extend the most 
attractive job offer, but we can 
create a culture that attracts 
great talent and keeps the best 
people in place.

Part of creating that culture 
is appreciating the team you 
have. At times, we forget that 
we have a team of skilled 
professionals who have earned 
their positions and deserve 
to be treated as such. Too 
often, a leader will manage 
to their worst employee, 
and use that as an excuse to 
punish even the best, to the 
detriment of the organization. 
For example, not allowing 
George to work from home 
because Mary abused it in the 

to determine how team 
members are feeling about the 
organization. The continuum 
is a horizontal line that 
stretches from “compliance” 
to “commitment.” Individuals 
place an “x” on the line based 
on the answers to these 
three questions:
1.	Is my input valued?
2.	Is my work valued?
3.	Am I valued?

The intent is to determine 
where the “x” is and how to 
move it to the right toward 
high commitment. Leaders 
should think about where 
their boss is (and place a 
“y” there) and where their 
staff is (placing a “z” there). 
Jeff suggests asking those 
individuals (staff and boss) 
where they fall on the 
continuum compared to your 

family, etc. The tool facilitates 
thoughtful consideration 
about what you’ll continue 
and any changes you may 
want to make. Jeff stated that 
it is possible that life and 
work events (a child going 
to college; a major project) 
may cause an imbalance to 
temporarily accommodate 
that surge of activity. His 
message is to stay in touch 
with your life balance needs 
and make appropriate and 
timely adjustments. That will 
help both your mental health 
and workplace performance.

All of these tools—the 
Performance Equation, the 
Continuum of Commitment, 
and the Horizontal 
Maslow—help staff move 
from accountability to 
responsibility and help leaders 
balance tasks and people.

past. Rather than deal with an 
issue, we make a sweeping and 
overarching policy that harms 
the entire workforce.

As the manager, you can’t 
influence positive workplace 
culture changes without first 
mirroring those changes 
yourself, and a part of that 
is owning who you are as 
a person. For many of us, 
particularly working mothers, 
this can be a change from the 
past, but today it is imperative 
to embrace the different 
aspects of yourself as part of 
what makes you an effective 
leader in order to mirror 
the culture you expect from 
your team.

Cultural change within an 
organization is not simple and 
can be met with resistance. At 
times, generational differences 
or personality types will 

perceptions. Then have a good 
conversation about where 
there were differences. 

A final tool to help leaders 
balance organizational 
requirements against 
personal commitments is 
the Horizontal Maslow, a life 
balance framework. This helps 
individuals see where they 
are in terms of committing 
time and attention to different 
life areas such as spirituality, 
finances, wellness, friends, 

Culture Is Key
As a leader of a municipal 
organization, we have the 
ability to make policy that 
impacts our community on so 
many levels. Melissa Murphy-
Rodrigues, town manager, 
North Andover, Massachusetts, 
said that one of the most 
meaningful and core ways to 
be impactful within our own 
organization is by influencing 
the culture of the workplace. 
Creating the best possible 

We must encourage—and 
not discourage—time off 
to unwind from the toils 
of an often-challenging 
work environment in 
local government.
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the autism spectrum may 
have challenges with social 
interaction or someone 
who requires hearing 
aids may not be able to 
hear the discussion in a 
loud echoing conference 
room. Both examples 
can cause a sense of 
feeling like an outsider 
and not part of the team. 
Leaders that recognize 
employees as people first 
understand the value 
of acknowledging these 
challenges and making 
accommodations that 
ensure full participation.
They can do this by, 

first, building trust with 
their employees, so that 
employees feel safe disclosing 
said challenges. Second, 
they can work alongside 
employees to identify 
specific manifestations of the 
challenges, acknowledging 
that they may evolve over 
time. Finally, they can take 
co-ownership of the process 
of exploring solutions and 
opportunities that provide 
employees with the tools, 
systems, and support they 
need to succeed in spite of 
these challenges.

clash over work styles. There 
isn’t a one-size-fits-all way 
to manage, and we have to 
continue to adapt, pivot, and 
be flexible. Some employees 
may never get on board 
with the culture the leader is 
building and choose to find 
a different team, and that 
should be encouraged and 
appreciated. In a workplace 
where people are respected 
as adults, as professionals, 
and as important parts of the 
team, they are more likely to 
be appreciative, respectful, 
collaborative, and loyal to the 
mission of the organization.

Commitment Is a 
Two-Way Street
The last speaker on our 
coaching webinar, Charlene 
Marsh, spoke about the 
importance of ensuring 
that leaders understand 
that commitment is a two-
way street that takes the 
investment of the organization 
in its team members and vice 
versa. Charlene focused on 
early/mid-career professionals 
and used feedback from 
her social media forums to 
highlight her points. 

Charlene said that when 
it comes to the question of 
whether Millennials and 
Gen-Zers care about what 
their organizations can do 
for them or what they can 
do for their organizations, 
the answer is not a simple 
one. As a self-proclaimed 
“Zilennial,” Charlene believes 
that her peers can and do 
care about both, but that 
their value of the latter is 
only seen in a negative light. 
For far too many, prioritizing 
what an organization can do 
for an employee is reduced 
to laziness, entitlement, 
and lack of commitment. 
In reality, valuing what an 

organization can do for 
us as employees can look 
like setting expectations 
for fair compensation, 
meaningful work, healthy 
work environments, work/
life balance, and professional 
development opportunities. 

In order to understand 
that this concern is not 
inherently bad, we must first 
acknowledge that we are 
people first and members of 
our respective organizations 
second, and we can do so in 
three ways:

1.	Acknowledging 
personal 
responsibilities. We all 
wear a variety of hats in our 
personal lives. How do they 
impact the way we show up 
at work?

2.	Acknowledging 
personal styles. We all 
have unique preferences 
and values. How do they 
impact the way we show up 
at work? Widely available 
personality assessments of 
all kinds provide insight 
into our communication 
styles, areas of skill and 
improvement, approaches 
to collaboration, and 
personal values that can 
be useful in the workplace. 
Self-awareness is the 
first step in being able to 
communicate our needs, 
and these assessments can 
serve as sources of the 
language we use to support 
ourselves and those we 
work alongside. 

3.	Acknowledging 
personal challenges. We 
all have personal struggles 
and individual differences 
that impact us mentally 
and emotionally. For 
example, individuals on 

Across generations, people 
want to do valuable work for 
organizations that value them. 
Leaders of organizations can 
demonstrate this value by 
prioritizing trust building, 
open communication, and 
shared responsibility in 
efforts to find synergy 
between employees’ personal 
responsibilities, styles, and 
challenges with the 
organization’s demands. 

IAN COYLE, ICMA-CM, 
is county administrator 
of Livingston County, 
New York.

MELISSA MURPHY-
RODRIGUES, ICMA-CM, 
is town manager of North 
Andover, Massachusetts.

JEFF PARKS is president 
of Performance 
Breakthroughs, Inc.

CHARLENE MARSH is 
assistant to the city manager 
of Norcross, Georgia, and a 
former Local Government 
Management Fellow.

As the manager, you 
can’t influence positive 
workplace culture 
changes without 
first mirroring those 
changes yourself.
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Traveling to the Philippines for the ICMA International Committee meeting and study 
tour was a life-changing event for me as a Filipino American in local government.

I
f someone told me as a 
young kid that I would be 
living my dream job one 
day and traveling to the 
Philippines for work, I 

never would have believed it. 
Joining ICMA is one of the best 
decisions I have ever made, and 
the organization has played a 
significant role in my career 
journey as a local government 
professional. Little did I 
expect that serving on ICMA’s 
International Committee 
would take me back to my 
country of birth and help me 
find new ways to contribute to 
the profession.

My family experienced our 
“Coming to America” moment 
when I was three years old. 
My mother was a nurse and 
through her profession we 
immigrated to the United States 
to meet the nation’s demand 
for healthcare workers, which 
continues today. Indeed, 
nursing- and healthcare-related 
education remain in high 
demand among the Filipino 
people as it provides access to 
employment opportunities 
throughout the world. 

With approximately 1.8 
million Overseas Filipino 
Workers (OFWs) globally, 
the number-one export of the 
Philippines is its people. My 
personal favorite “Filipino 
diaspora experience” is 

in Discovering the “I” in ICMA
BY PJ GAGAJENA

      A  
 PERSONAL  
  JOURNEY 

The author (left) 
with Tagbilaran 
City Mayor Jane 
Yap (right).
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profession. Subsequently, when 
I first heard that ICMA has 
been engaged in international 
activities for more than 50 years 
through peer-to-peer technical 
assistance and training, city-
to-city partnerships, study 
tours, hosting of international 
fellows, and presenting at 
conferences and events, I 
jumped on the opportunity 
to apply to serve on ICMA’s 
International Committee.

When I learned that 
the ICMA International 
Committee meeting and 

Executive Board meeting was 
going to be held in Manila in 
March 2023, I felt this was an 
opportunity of a lifetime. I had 
never imagined there would 
be a possibility to connect the 
work I do in local government 
in the United States with 
the Philippines.

Traveling to the Philippines 
for the ICMA International 
Committee meeting and 
study tour in March 2023 was 
a life-changing event. First, 
it offered me a first-hand 
account of the “I” in ICMA, 

and second, it brought full 
circle my life experience and 
career as a Filipino American in 
local government.

As part of ICMA’s grants 
and contracts portfolio, ICMA 
has been involved in the 
Philippines since 2015, first to 
implement the Strengthening 
Urban Resilience for Growth 
with Equity (SURGE) Project 
through a $47 million contract 
with the United States Agency 
for International Development 
(USAID), ICMA’s largest 
contract worldwide. The goal 
of the SURGE Project was for 
second-tier cities outside the 
urban core of Metro Manila 
to become economically 
thriving and resilient growth 
centers. SURGE ended in 
2021, but ICMA is currently 
implementing two USAID-
funded projects in the 
Philippines: the Cities for 
Enhanced Governance and 
Engagement (CHANGE) 
Project ($15 million) and 
the Clean Cities, Blue 
Oceans (CCBO) Project 
($2.8 million).

boarding a cruise ship and 
being greeted by a Filipino 
who represents thousands of 
workers in the cruise industry 
worldwide. It gives me an extra 
feeling of being at home. 

However, working and 
living abroad is not easy, 
especially when it is not driven 
by choice but by survival and 
limited opportunities. I am 
sure any immigrant, refugee, 
or asylum seeker can tell you 
that adapting and assimilating 
into a new culture and society 
poses significant challenges that 
places a heavy toll mentally and 
emotionally. I experienced this 
first-hand in having challenges 
speaking English while growing 
up and witnessing my parents 
confront discrimination as 
we struggled through a long 
and difficult adjustment 
period, which impacted 
their relationship, and the 
relationship between them, my 
siblings, and me.

Yet it was those challenging 
times that inspired me to 
pursue a career in public service 
and serve others in need. 
Fortunately, through my family’s 
immense pride in our cultural 
heritage I never lost the ability 
to speak the Filipino language 
and proudly consumed the food, 
music, dances, movies, history, 
and traditions of my people. 
I have carried this “bicultural 
consciousness” my entire life 
and have sought opportunities 
to support other Filipinos in 
America and connect with the 
Philippines in some way. 

Joining the board of the 
ICMA affiliate group, the 
International Network of 
Asian Public Administrators 
(I-NAPA), presented me the 
opportunity to help other 
Filipino Americans, as well as 
other Asian Americans, Pacific 
Islanders, and Native Hawaiians 
in the local government 

Dr. Juliet Espiritu-Salgados, director of the Water Testing Laboratory at 
Holy Name University

ICMA Delegation at Tagbilaran City Junior High School
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in local government in the 
United States with my interests 
internationally and gave me 
such an incredible feeling 
of purpose to who I am as 
a person and my life’s work 
in public service. It offered a 
unique perspective to what 
my colleagues in other cities 
and nations are doing and 
made me proud of my Filipino 
heritage, while providing hope 
and confidence that the future 
of the Philippines is in good 
hands. There is no escaping 
the world issues that impact 
our daily lives—the pandemic 
taught us that. Even here in 

After attending the ICMA 
International Committee 
meeting in Manila and 
learning about the State 
Department–funded Young 
Southeast Asian Leaders 
Initiative (YSEALI), 
implemented by ICMA, our 
delegation met with Mayor 
Wes Gatchalian and his team 
from Valenzuela City, and I 
later traveled with part of our 
group to Tagbilaran City on 
the island of Bohol (one of 
more than 7,100 islands that 
make up the Philippines). I 
saw first-hand the incredible 
work these cities were doing to 
meet the goals of the USAID 
Projects. Under CHANGE, 
the goals are to (1) strengthen 
the enabling environment for 
decentralization; (2) enhance 
service delivery capacity, 
legitimacy, transparency, and 
accountability of participating 
local governments; and 
(3) empower residents by 
increasing participation 
in and oversight of local 
governance processes.

The highlights of the 
Tagbilaran City study tour 
were meeting with Mayor 
Jane Yap, learning from City 
Governance Coordinator Linda 
Paredes, seeing the sustainable 
products created by women 
entrepreneurs through the 
business advisory and training 
center for women, visiting the 
water testing laboratory at Holy 
Name University headed by 
Dr. Juliet Espiritu-Salgados, 
and meeting with the President 
of Holy Name University, 
Fr. Ruel “Dudz” Lero, SVD, 
along with his staff and ICMA 
student chapter members. The 
conversations I had with these 
local government officials and 
staff, scientists, and academic 
representatives were some of 
the most valuable and relevant 
learning exchanges I ever 
experienced, with discussions 
about best practices, civic 
engagement, council-manager 
form of government, and 
student involvement. 

Going to the Philippines 
helped bridge the work I do 

the United States, the work 
we do every day is impacting 
residents who are coming from 
different parts of the world 
and our decisions create ripple 
effects that impact communities 
around the globe. 

As ICMA continues to 
develop a global engagement 
strategy relevant to local 
government professionals 
around the world while 
meeting the needs of our 
members in America, I see one 
small role I can play to serve 
as an informal ambassador to 
bridge societies and cultures 
in the Philippines, Asia, and 
beyond, in addition to the work 
I am already doing for ICMA 
and I-NAPA in the United 
States. The lesson I learned is 
to remain engaged with ICMA 
and the profession in whatever 
way you can and allow yourself 
to discover new ways to make 
your work meaningful.

While I traveled more than 
7,000 miles to discover the “I” 
in ICMA and found myself with 
a greater purpose to change the 
world, I kept thinking of Prince 
Akeem’s famous words from the 
movie Coming to America to 
describe my experience: “No 
journey is too great when one 
finds what he seeks.” 

PJ GAGAJENA is the 
assistant city manager of 
Moorpark, California.

The author (left) and Michaela Canete (second from right) with YSEALI Fellows.

ICMA International Committee members in Valenzuela City Hall
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174 pages. Paperback.
Includes biographical 
resources and index. 
With a forward by 
Marc Ott, ICMA CEO/
Executive Director.

ADD IT TO YOUR BOOKSHELF

THE EFFECTIVE LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT MANAGER
Fourth Edition

Much has changed for managers and 
communities since the 2004 edition of 
The Effective Local Government Manager. 
In this new updated edition, readers will 
find a ready guide to current and emerging 
challenges, and managerial approaches  
that can be used to successfully address 
these challenges.

In an environment of contemporary 
“disruptions,” strategic thinking incorporates 
not only a long term perspective on  priority 
setting, but also a willingness to identify, 
prioritize, and deal with what is most 
important in the here and now and help create 
meaning in an environment of uncertainty.

From Chapter 1: The Profession of Local Government 
Manager: Evolution of Leadership Style 

—John Nalbandian and Robert O’Neill, Jr.

What’s Inside
• Building a bridge between the traditional  
 role and responsibility of the manager  
 with the transformational change  
 managers are experiencing.
• Establishing the public trust  
 (foundational toolkit)
• Discussion of the  traditional functions  
 of local government and focuses on a  
 more strategic approach to human  
 resource management, budgeting,  
 planning, public works, quality of  
 life services, technology, public safety,  
 with a special emphasis on emergency  
 management.

The ICMA Bookstore is Your One Stop Shop for 
All of Your Local Government Resources

bookstore@icma.org

NEWLY 
REVISED 

BESTSELLER



ASSISTANTS AND DEPUTIES

Building Trust with Staff
Four practices that help strengthen organizational relationships  
and build a strong sense of trust

BY KRISTEN HILL GORHAM

KRISTEN HILL 
GORHAM 
is deputy city 
manager of 
Chamblee, 
Georgia.

Trust is fundamental to running effective 
organizations. Assistants and deputies are uniquely 
positioned to serve as catalysts for developing cultures 
of trust with staff. In my time serving as both an assistant 
and a deputy, I have learned the value of four practices 
that help strengthen organizational relationships and 
build a strong sense of trust: leading with transparency 

and vulnerability; taking the time to coach, advise, and 
problem solve; following through on commitments; and 
celebrating wins.

1. Lead with Transparency  
and Vulnerability. 

Local governments can be highly sensitive political 
environments. The stress of managing these complex 
environments can significantly impact our abilities to 
effectively lead. Often, we are taught that professionalism 
requires that we eliminate or withhold the elements 
of ourselves and our life experiences that make us 
human. We must present as though we know it all, 
otherwise it may put us in a position of exposure and 
risk. However, being transparent and vulnerable doesn’t 
mean oversharing or revealing all your cards. If you 

If you act transparently and 
commit to being discerningly 

vulnerable, it can result in 
increased engagement, trust, and 
confidence when leading others. 
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act transparently and commit to being discerningly 
vulnerable, it can result in increased engagement, trust, 
and confidence when leading others. 

When I became an assistant manager for the first time, 
I was managing teams who, in some circumstances, had 
far more subject matter expertise than I did. Instead of 
pretending that I knew how to do their jobs and acting 
as if I could effectively speak on their behalf, I asked 
questions. While asking questions could be perceived as 
not knowing or revealing knowledge gaps, the vulnerability 
of showing you are not an expert in something gives 
you the opportunity to learn and shows commitment to 
understanding other jobs. If I understand the nuances 
of services we provide, or the complexity of a process, I 
can better support the need for resources, provide more 
strategic guidance, and identify the best approach for 
encouraging the team’s efforts. In fact, I was better off 
taking the time to ask questions and understand rather 
than pretending to know more than I did on my own. It 
showed interest, investment, and ultimately grew trust with 
my team knowing I could effectively represent them as a 
leader because I took the time to ask questions and learn. 

Similarly, vulnerability shows that you, too, are human. 
Mistakes happen and cannot be avoided. Inevitably, 
a decision will be made that has a negative impact or 
creates a problem rather than resolves one. Owning your 
decisions and being honest when they do not result in 
the best outcome sets an example and encourages others 
to own their mistakes as well. Fear of failure can result in 
stifled innovation and creativity, so establishing a culture 
of transparency and vulnerability allows staff to believe 
that they can try new things and trust that they can safely 
fail if the outcome is less than perfect.

2. Take the Time. 

Deputies and assistants serve in an executive leadership 
capacity, but they are not the CAO, and are able to fill in 
the gaps in ways that the CAO may not have the time or 
space to fill. Sometimes we are pulled in a million different 
directions throughout the day or feel as though our office 
is a revolving door of complaints or questions. When it is 
not, we have a pile of work sitting on our desks that needs 
to be done. However, our priority as leaders should be to 
take the time when our staff needs it the most. 

As deputies and assistants, we may have the privilege 
of knowing more than any other member of the 
organization what the CAO is thinking or wanting 
to achieve. In turn, we are relied upon to share that 
knowledge with the rest of the team, assisting them with 
navigating a task or assignment, coaching them through 
making a tough decision, or effectively meeting critical 
performance objectives. Setting aside the time to coach, 
encourage, or guide staff through a challenge may not 

seem productive, but it ultimately has a greater impact 
on the organization than we realize. Serving as that key 
advisor and coaching your team sets them up for success 
and keeps them in line with the overall strategy of the 
CAO, elected officials, and the organization. 

3. Follow Through. 

Being a reliable and dependable leader is critical to 
building trust with your team. It is easy to fall into the 
category of “too busy” or saying you will do something 
and letting it slip through the cracks. While we can’t 
always be perfect, trust diminishes significantly if your 
actions don’t match your words. However, it strengthens 
tremendously when you build a reputation of simply 
following through. One of the worst things you can do 
as a leader is offer support and not actually be willing to 
provide it. If you say you are going to do something, try 
to the best of your ability to do it.

4. Celebrate Wins. 

Whether it is completing a huge project that has taken 
years of effort, creating an operational efficiency that 
saves time or money, or receiving positive feedback 
from a customer, celebrating wins and giving credit for 
successful outcomes are essential to building a culture 
of trust. There is a critical job to be done at all levels 
of the organization, from front-line workers to middle 
managers, department directors, and executive level 
employees. Public service can involve hundreds of 
thankless tasks that may directly impact the quality of life 
for someone within a community. Celebrating successful 
efforts and outcomes shows that you value and appreciate 
the work that your staff is doing. Be quick to provide 
encouragement, cheer your team on, and give credit 
rather than taking credit. 

Deputies and assistants have the ear of the CAO, but 
still serve as a voice and sounding board for staff. Our 
positions can bind the organization together, fill gaps, and 
build strong teams by creating environments where trust 
is given and received at all levels. However, building trust 
takes time, effort, and intentionality. Like respect, it 
doesn’t come with the title. 

Be quick to provide 
encouragement, cheer your 
team on, and give credit rather 
than taking credit.
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PEOPLE FIRST

Equilibrium: 
Restoration Tools for 
the Resilient Manager
An ICMA member benefit for managers, 
assistant managers, and members  
in transition

Serving the public in the role of manager or 
assistant is rewarding yet demanding work. To bring 
the best leadership to your organization, you need to be 
resilient, achieve balance between work and life, and have 
access to the best resources to assist you.

Equilibrium is ICMA’s way to help support managers, 
assistant managers, and members in transition by providing 
a confidential service with tools and resources to enhance 
resilience and create better work/life balance. Offered 
on the LifeWorks platform, the benefits and services are 
designed to help with many of life’s questions, issues, and 
concerns. Equilibrium provides confidential support 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year. 

Learn more at icma.org/balance.

What Can Equilibrium Help With?
•	 Life: retirement, midlife, student life, 

legal, relationships, disabilities, crisis, and 
personal issues.

•	 Health: mental health, addictions, fitness, 
managing stress, nutrition, sleep, smoking 
cessation, and alternative health.

•	 Money: saving, investing, budgeting, 
managing debt, home buying, renting, 
estate planning, and bankruptcy.

•	 Work: time management, career 
development, work relationships, work 
stress, managing people, shift work, coping 
with change, and communication.

•	 Family: parenting, couples, separation/
divorce, older relatives, adoption, death/
loss, childcare, and education.

Access
For login access to the platform, contact 
membership@icma.org (subject line: 
Equilibrium) or call 202-962-3680. You can 
also download the app, giving you access to 
qualified support for your mental, physical, 
social, and financial well-being anytime from 
anywhere. The app is available in the Apple 
App Store and on Google Play. Search for 
“Lifeworks” click “Log in” and enter the 
credentials that you received via email. 

You + Dependents
Share the tools and resources with your 
family. After you create your personal account 
on the platform, you can invite up to five 
dependents to join. Your dependents will 
receive an email invite from LifeWorks to 
join, so they can benefit from the helpful tools 
and resources.

Contact ICMA Member Benefits 
& Services
Keep us informed of retirements and/or job 
changes. If you are an ICMA member in 
transition, ICMA provides personal and 
financial support for members who have been 
fired, forced to resign, or otherwise 
involuntarily separated. Learn more at icma.
org/mit. You can also reach us at 
membership@icma.org or 
800-745-8780. 

Equilibrium 
provides 
confidential 
support 24 
hours a day, 
7 days a 
week, 365 
days a year.
Learn more at  
icma.org/balance.
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Dealing with a tough issue? Facing a challenge? Access confidential support, resources 
and services for your mental, physical, social and financial wellbeing, any time, 24/7.

Wishing you had a convenient way to access information, updates and tips  
to support your wellbeing and your success at work?

Looking for ways to make your money go further? Equilibrum is all this and more!

Members who qualify for this new benefit, (managers, assistant managers, and 
members in transition) have been sent an email with log-in credentials. If you have not 

received this email or have questions, please contact membership@icma.org.

Equilibrium is an exciting and innovative  
wellbeing solution that managers, assistants, and  
members in transition can use every single day!

Restoration tools for the resilient manager
icma.org/balance

EQUILIBRIUM

M E M B E R  B E N E F I T
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Sign up for our Job Board at

GovHRjobs.com

WWW.GOVHRUSA.COM

info@govtempsusa.com

847-380-3240

info@govhrusa.com

Executive Recruiting

Interim Staffing

Human Resources Consulting

Management Consulting

Performance Evaluation System

Professional Development

Class & Comp Studies

1650 S. Amphlett Blvd., Suite 213
San Mateo, CA 94402

650.858.0507• www.matrixcg.net

Management and operations studies

Feasibility studies

User fees and cost allocation

Police • Fire • Public Works • Utilities

Parks & Recreation • Administration

Planning & Building • Fleet

Offices in CA, AK, IL, MA, NC, OR & TX

matrix
consu l t i ng  g roup

Seek Innovation.

Improve Performance.

Enhance Services.

www.raftelis.com  /  info@raftelis.com

+ Organizational assessment

+ Strategic planning

+ Executive recruitment

+ Communication and 

outreach

+ Financial analysis and  

rate studies

+ Technology and data 

management

There’s an Entire Team 

Behind Every Assignment
Executive Recruitment

Management Consulting

Public Safety

www.RalphAndersen.com

916.630.4900

There’s an Entire Team

d
x
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www.RalphAndersen.com

916.630.4900
Ralph Andersen 

& Associates

Providing Executive Search, Consulting, 
 and Compensation Services Since 1972

www.ralphandersen.com

916.630.4900

Budget season  
is upon us!
Budgeting is one of the most important 
responsibilities that local government 
managers undertake every year. The 
new book, A Budgeting Guide for Local 
Government, Fourth Edition, provides 
new tools and methodologies to produce 
effective budgets that yield  
the desired results.

Learn more at icma.org/budgetingguide.
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MEMBER SPOTLIGHT

Justin Battles
Assistant City Manager

Mustang, Oklahoma 
ICMA Member Since 2016

Mental Health 
Awareness Month

Scan here to 
check out this 
video interview 
and other 
ICMA member 
spotlight videos.

“I Realized I Wasn’t on an Island.”
Throughout your career, you hit these peaks and valleys. There were 
times I found myself in the middle of the pandemic just really in a 
depressive state, and I began to look at my why: “Why am I doing what 
I do?” Although it’s very rewarding, this is a difficult job. Throughout 
my journey of navigating these struggles, I began to find articles on the 
ICMA website that made me realize that I wasn’t on an island. I wasn’t 
the only one going through this. ICMA has provided me with so many 
resources and fantastic peer-to-peer contact. I’m very thankful for that.

Advice for Other Communities
Mental health can seem like it’s not our 
responsibility, but ultimately, it is. It starts 
with one person at a time. Don’t be afraid 
to ask your peers for advice and look for 
resources in your community. I think you’ll be 
surprised at some of the resources that may 
be there. Whatever you choose to do, just 
begin the conversation and watch it build.

Making an Impact on 
Mental Health
We were looking for mental 
health resources that could really 
have a direct impact straight to 
the individual, whether that be 
an employee or resident. ICMA 
promotes a mental health service 
called Cope Notes, which sends 
daily text messages, providing 
peer support and positive 
psychology directly to a user’s 
phone. It has generated some good 
conversation, specifically among 
staff. We often sit down at the 
lunch table and say, “Did you did 
you get that message today?” and 
really dive into the psychological 
aspects of our daily lives. 

We all typically have the normal 
employee assistance program 
(EAP), but it’s often underutilized. 
We want to provide a service that 
folks will use. ICMA has done an 
excellent job showing us how 
to have that conversation in our 
community, how to take away the 
stigma, and that the well-being of 
our residents is of vast importance.
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Louisville, KY
May 10–12, 2023

Long Beach, CA
June 7–9, 2023

Discover ideas that will transform 
the future of local government 
ICMA’s Local Government Reimagined Conferences will  

bring together hundreds of solutions-driven local government 

professionals and stakeholders to engage in robust training  

and thought-provoking discussions designed to enlighten and  

challenge your understanding of the evolution of local government. 

Website 
lgr.icma.org 
Questions 
conferenceteam@icma.org
Sponsorship Opportunities  
msherman@icma.org

LEARN  
MORE AND 
REGISTER AT  
LGR.ICMA.ORG


