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Rewind

In the movie, Resurrecting the Champ, 
a sportswriter stumbles across a 
story that has the potential to elevate 

his career: it’s about an aging, home-
less former champion boxer with vivid 
memories of his glory days. The writer 
gets close to the champ to learn the rich 
and painful details of his life.

Research uncovers rare footage 
of a fight. Watching the fight in the 
newsroom, the champ identifies the 
other fighter and recounts the blow that 
knocked his opponent out.

The story is published to rave 
reviews. As the writer is enjoying his 
success and fielding an offer to cover 
televised boxing, he learns from an old 
boxing promoter that his champ is a 
fraud. The real champ died years ago.

But wasn’t the film proof of his 
identity? The champ was in the film. 
It’s just that he was the one who got 
knocked out. He was masquerading as 
the true champ. 

The writer didn’t intentionally do 
something unethical. He didn’t fabricate 
a story. But now he had an ethical 
dilemma because he knew that what he 
wrote was a lie—and that he had been 

careless to believe the champ without 
doing more digging. He struggled with 
the ethical problem—tell the truth, be 
embarrassed, and probably get fired. Or 
conceal the truth and advance his career.

Only after he appeared on television 
in a debut for a new position did he 
realize that he had no choice but to tell 
his publisher the truth. He entered the 
publisher’s office only to be introduced 
to others who had broken the news 
first. His delay in telling the truth added 
to the suspicion that he had known all 
along that the story was a lie. His one 
window of opportunity to salvage his 
credibility had passed. No chance to 
rewind his actions.

Anyone can be in the center of this 
kind of an ethical hot spot.

One Situation
A city manager accompanied his 
elected officials to a meeting with the 
county commissioners to talk about 
consolidation. At the outset, one 
county commissioner bluntly stated 
that the consolidation of one depart-
ment could occur if the city agreed to 
take the current department director 

“off the county’s hands.” The director, 
while competent, had never been a 
favorite of this commissioner.

The city’s elected officials jumped at 
the opportunity to hire this individual to 
run the consolidated department for the 
city. Before the city manager could absorb 
what was happening, the city and county 
elected officials hatched a plan. The 
county would terminate this department 
director with severance to sweeten the 
deal. Once released from the county, the 
city would offer to hire the individual. To 

make this happen, the individual would 
have to be left in the dark.

The manager didn’t speak up in 
deference to the elected officials who 
were leading the discussion. He was 
also reluctant to disagree with them in 
front of other officials. It didn’t help that 
the county attorney who was present 
supported the plan.

With a bit of time to consider what 
had transpired, the manager realized that 
there was simply no way that he could be 
a party to this deal—and that he had an 
obligation to help the city council under-
stand why they should not be as well.

Although intervening could halt a 
potentially effective strategy for both 
parties, continuing with a “deal” that 
lacked transparency, respect for the 
individual involved, and the integrity of 
the hiring process was not possible. The 
manager addressed the issue with the 
council, explaining that the decision to 
consolidate needed to be unwound from 
the fate of the director.

A Second Example
A city and county were locked in a 
dispute after the county approved the 
construction of a large manufacturing 
plant.  New jobs were important but city 
officials were concerned that the environ-

mental impact of the new facility, located 
near city resources, outweighed the gain. 
Council designated the city manager to be 
the point person on the issue. 

A county commissioner, the lone vote 
against the proposal, stopped by city hall 
to see the mayor. Hearing that the mayor 
was unavailable, the county commission-
er asked to meet with the city manager. 
Out of courtesy, the manager obliged.

The county commissioner expressed 
a desire to work with the city to stop 
what he regarded as a disaster for the 

region. The manager informed the 
mayor, and the mayor met with the 
commissioner and directed the city 
attorney and city manager to sit in. At 
the conclusion, the attorney advised all 
parties not to disclose the meeting to any 
other county officials as the information 
presented by the commission might help 
the city prevail.

The manager soon recognized that 
he had an ethical issue to resolve. 
Unintentionally, he met twice with 
a colleague’s elected official without 
informing his colleague. He had a 
professional obligation to inform the 
county manager although doing so 
could have harmed the city’s interests.

When yet another county commis-
sioner called him, the manager seized 
the opportunity. He informed the 
commissioner that contact should be 
elected official to elected official. He told 
the county manager of the contacts and 
enlisted his help to put an end to it.

Find yourself inadvertently in an 
ethical hot spot? Best to do the right 
thing, and quickly. 

FInd yourselF Inadvertently In an 
ethIcal hot spot? Best to do the rIght 
thIng, and quIckly.

Taking steps to undo the 
unintentional ethical misstep
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on point  | getting personal

What’s something that your 
management colleagues might 
not knoW about you?

Frank Lancaster, IcMa-cM

County Manager
Larimer County, Colorado
flancaster@larimer.org

My avocation is running 
whitewater rivers, and I used 
to be a professional river 
guide. I consider my experi-
ence as a river guide more 
valuable than any other 
training—even grad school.

Working with groups in 
challenging environments 
taught me team dynamics, 
motivation, and dealing with 
diverse skills, fears, and 
strengths as well as balanc-
ing all these to get the team 
safely through challenging 
rapids. Group dynamics on 
trips of several days and the 
challenge of a wilderness 
experience constitute a mi-
crocosm of human behavior 
and teamwork.

Rivers have taught me 
about politics and commu-
nity relations as well. Veteran 
guides read and work with 
the river, reading eddies and 
flow patterns, and ending up 
exactly where they want to be. 

Education and keeping up 
with management trends are 
important, but my time on the 
river has given me the edge to 
be successful in this continu-
ally challenging profession.

cheryL hILvert, IcMa-cM

City Manager
Montgomery, Ohio
chilvert@ci.montgomery.oh.us

Many of my colleagues know 
I am a hockey fan, but few 
know how bad the obsession 
is. In addition to being a fan, I 
am a season-ticket holder for 
the Columbus Blue Jackets. 
I also volunteer as an off-ice 
official for the East Coast 
Hockey League, serving as 
official scorer for our minor 
league team in Cincinnati.

I have worked as an off-
ice official for the NHL and 
the AHL. I represent the NHL 
each year at the NHL Entry 
Draft, where I have discussed 
C-M government with various 
NHL greats who until then 
had little knowledge of 
government of any kind. I 
will also be working the NHL 
All-Star game this year.

If this isn’t enough, my 
office is decorated in 1980 
Olympic Gold Medal Hockey 
Team memorabilia, and the 
license plate on my car is 
MYZMBNI (My Zamboni).

My hockey obsession has 
also given me lots of skills to 
use at city council meetings, 
labor negotiations, staff 
meetings, and with tough 
personnel issues!

DavID WaInD, IcMa-cM

City Manager
Minot, North Dakota
waind@minotnd.org

I’ve been an ICMA member 
who will receive a 35-year ser-
vice award this year and who 
also has served Minot since 
1979. Because the state I live 
and work in has such a small 
population, we do not have a 
state association for managers.

Instead, I participate in 
the Great Open Spaces City 
Management Association (GOS-
CMA), which has members 
from five different north central 
and northwestern states (North 
Dakota, South Dakota, Wyo-
ming, Montana, and Idaho).

Although it does require 
more travel than would 
otherwise be the case, being 
a member of an organization 
from such a large geographi-
cal area has been beneficial 
in many ways, including 
gaining knowledge about 
local government similarities 
and differences in our various 
member cities.

On the personal side, some 
of my colleagues may not 
know that my wife and I are 
the parents of three sons and 
have five grandsons, including 
indentical triplet boys born this 
past January!

Gary rIeDner, IcMa-cM

City Supervisor
Moscow, Idaho
griedner@ci.moscow.id.us

For relaxation, I like to 
brew beer. Not the strangest 
hobby but one that seems to 
surprise many of my friends 
and colleagues.

I like to tell them that 
brewing reflects traits of city 
management. The proper 
mix of ingredients results in 
a product that can be smooth 
or bitter, dark or light, and, 
depending upon your taste, 
good or not so good.

The process can’t be hur-
ried, so patience is a must. I 
find that the brewing process 
is fun and relaxing on a 
Sunday afternoon and yields 
a tangible product to enjoy 
later on a Friday night.

I started brewing about 
four years ago, well into my 
city management career. I am 
an amateur, brewing at my 
home, but I’m in the process 
of setting up a dedicated 
brewhouse in my shop, 
which is adjacent to my 
house. I can currently brew 
five batches, five-gallons 
each, at one time. I try to 
brew mainly in the fall, 
winter, and spring because of 
the cooler temperatures. 
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Takeaways

 ›  Learn how to strengthen the ethical 
culture of your organization while min-
imizing the odds of an ethical lapse.

 ›  Learn how an employee-centered 
process can create a more meaningful 
organizational code of ethics.

 ›  Learn how the process of creating a 
code of ethics can also serve to increase 
team work across departmental lines.

How an employee-crafted code    can strengthen the ethical culture

By Kevin Duggan, 
ICMA-CM, and 
Kevin Woodhouse
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M
any public organizations have codes 
of ethics, and many of these codes are created in re-
sponse to an ethical lapse. Others are promulgated by the man-
agement of the organization and are not always well received 
by employees who are subject to the code. The purpose of this 

article is to offer a case study—a blueprint of sorts—of the development of a code 
of ethics at the grass roots of an organization. More than 150 city employees from 
all city departments came together to craft a code of ethics for the City of Mountain 
View, California.

This bottom-up approach was initiated as an important preventive effort to help 
lessen the odds of ethical stumbles, without the time line and format for develop-
ment of the code being dictated in response to some sort of ethical crisis. A bottom-
up approach was also thought to be the best for arriving at a code that would be 
meaningful and relevant to employees.

It is unrealistic to believe that any amount of training and creation of ethical ex-
pectations or other techniques will guarantee that all employees of an organization 
will always act ethically, but it is the obligation of organizational leaders to improve 
the odds that employees will conduct themselves consistent with ethical standards.

Although it might not be fair for local government leaders to be held accountable for 
the conduct of every employee in every circumstance, it is reasonable for us to be ex-
pected to have taken reasonable steps to minimize the odds of ethical misconduct. These 
preventive steps can take many forms, including hiring ethical employees, adequately 
training them about ethical expectations, providing regular reminders of ethical expecta-
tions, and having an organizational code of ethics.

In addition to deciding to create such a code without being in a reactive mode about 
an ethical crisis, Mountain View decided to make sure that the code was meaningful, 
relevant, and accepted by its employees. It was determined that the key to accomplish-
ing this objective was to directly involve as many employees as possible in the develop-
ment of the code.

Cognizant that individuals will more readily embrace that which they have had 
a direct opportunity to create, we viewed this behavior to be particularly true in 
regard to developing an employee code of ethics. We also believe in the concept 
that “the process is an important part of the product.” In this case, the code 
development process—training, discussion, case studies, and more—may prove as 
important as the final written document.

as part of the Ethics Committee to design 
and implement the detailed process.

Process
Among the key guiding principles 
associated with the development of the 
code of ethics were:

•	 The process should not be top-down. 
That is, the code should not be 
promulgated from the leadership of 
the organization.

•	 A recognition that the process will be 
part of the product.

•	 The process should strive to have as 
many employees participate as possible.

•	 The final product should be as concise 
as possible, ideally one page.

We strongly believed that the only 
way for the final code to be meaningful 
to employees was for it to be developed 
through a process that directly involved 
as many of them as possible.

The first step was to disseminate 
throughout the organization an invita-
tion for any interested employees to join 
the Ethics Committee. This invitation 
remained open throughout the entire 
process. Approximately 15 members of 
Mountain View’s organization volun-
teered to assist with the initial phase. 
During the next year, the committee 
met periodically to design and plan 
the employee engagement that would 
eventually lead to the code of ethics.

The fundamental component recom-
mended by the committee was a series of 
employee input sessions in which a large 
group meeting would divide into smaller 
group discussions about a hypothetical 
ethical dilemma, with the objective 
of eliciting ethical principles from the 
discussions. Mountain View’s final code 
was developed from this input.

Six sessions were held during a three-
month period and involved the participa-
tion of 137 employees. Participants in 
each session were assisted by a group of 
employees who served as small-group 

facilitators and recorders. More than 20 
employees were trained for this role in a 
special half-day session focused on facili-
tation skills and ethics concepts provided 
by the city’s police chief, who frequently 
teaches ethics to police officers, and a lo-
cal expert in facilitation from a nonprofit 
mediation services agency.

Each input session included these 
components:

•	 Explanation of the process and the 
intended goal.

•	 Discussions of ethical dilemmas.
•	 Brainstorming regarding potential ethi-

cal principles to include in the code.
•	 Prioritization of ethical principles.

The input from each session—more 
than 100 raw and unedited principles—
was compiled, reviewed, and synthe-
sized by the committee into a concise 
draft code, and it served as the basis 
for a capstone meeting. All employees 
were also invited to participate in this 
meeting, but most participants had 
already contributed by attending one 
or more of the ethics committee meet-
ings or input sessions.

The purpose of the capstone meeting 
was to review a proposed draft final code 
and to brainstorm ideas for integrating 
the code into the city’s organizational 

culture. The final code then was ac-
cepted, and ideas on how to make it 
relevant were discussed.

After the capstone meeting, these steps 
were taken to distribute the final code:

•	 The final code was distributed by 
e-mail (or through the use of paper 
copies for those employees without 
e-mail) to all city employees.

•	  The code was placed on the city’s 
website as well as on its employee 
intranet site.

•	  Wallet-sized copies of the code were 
distributed to all employees.

•	  Framed copies of the code were placed 
in every department and public spaces 
of city offices.

•	  A discussion of the code is included 
as part of new-employee orientation 
programs, training programs, and 
performance evaluations.

•	 All city departments are encouraged to 
have a periodic dialogue regarding the 
code and ethical scenarios.

Although many ideas, principles, and 
concepts could have been included in 
the proposed code, the employees who 
participated in the effort believed that 
the list of expectations should be rela-
tively short in order to have them take 
on greater importance. They believed 

The Idea
Mountain View has had a leadership de-
velopment training program (“leadership 
academy”) for several years. The program 
consists of 10 full-day sessions scheduled 
over four months. The program’s purpose 
is to develop the leadership skills of 
existing supervisors and managers and to 
help prepare nonsupervisory employees 
for promotional opportunities.

One of the topics covered in this 
training program is ethics; the value 
and importance of prevention is one of 
the concepts reviewed. To complete the 
academy, participants are divided into 
project work groups to identify and com-
plete a final project relating to a key topic 
covered in the sessions. One academy 
project resulted in the recommendation 
that the city undertake the effort to create 
a code of ethics for its employees.

This concept was subsequently 
endorsed by one of the authors of this 
article while serving as city manager 
of Mountain View, along with the team 
of department heads. This led to the 
development of an organizational code 
of ethics.

The process began with two sessions 
of brainstorming about the code develop-
ment process. The sessions were open to 
any interested employees. Approximately 
20 employees, representing most depart-
ments, convened with the city manager 
and together developed the goals and 
objective. Two of the goals were:

•	 To promote and maintain an ethical or-
ganization built on the highest standards 
of personal and professional conduct.

•	  To enhance trust within the organiza-
tion and community.

And the objective was:
•	 To create a code of ethics to guide 

employees in daily decision making.

A core group from the initial brain-
storming sessions committed, on top of 
their day-to-day responsibilities, to work 
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that a long list of principles would dilute 
the power of all the principles.

The code was also formally presented 
to the council, and those employees 
who participated were acknowledged 
for their efforts. A pizza lunch served 
as an appreciation event for the 20-plus 
employees who led the process.

Results
The methodology described here not 
only resulted in a set of principles and 
expectations to serve as a guide to current 
and future employees; it also included a 
process that validated the eventual code. In 
addition, it served as a training opportu-
nity for the more than 150 employees who 
participated in the code development.

This process also strengthened in-
terdepartmental working relationships 

by bringing together employees from 
all areas of the organization to work 
together on a common objective.

Here is language from the final Moun-
tain View Employee Code of Ethics:

As a city employee, I will be guided 
by prudent judgment and personal 
responsibility, whether serving the public 
or working with colleagues, and my deci-
sions and actions will be made according 
to the following ethical principles:

•	 I will uphold the city’s policies in a 
transparent and consistent manner at 
all times.

•	  I will make unbiased decisions and use 
my authority fairly and responsibly.

•	  I will act with honesty and be an 
advocate for an environment that 
promotes public trust.

•	  I will not use city resources or my 
position for personal gain.

•	  I will be mindful of how my actions 
may be perceived by others and avoid 
conflicts of interest.

Conclusion
As noted at the beginning of this article, no 
amount of training or guiding principles 
will guarantee that an organization will 
avoid ethical crises. Preventive efforts, 
however, including training and the 
communication of organizational expecta-
tions, will increase the odds of having an 
organization that meets the high level of 
ethical conduct expected by residents.

Mountain View embarked on a 
bottom-up effort and can attest that this 
process can proceed successfully and 
efficiently alongside all of the other 
priority demands of an organization. We 
hope that this blueprint might spark ideas 
for how your organization can begin 
efforts to develop an employee code of 
ethics, if you have not already. 

KevIn DuggAn, 
ICMA-CM, ICMA 
West Coast regional 
director, Mountain 
View, California 

(kduggan@icma.org), is the former city manager 
of Mountain View. KevIn WooDhouse is 
deputy city manager, Mountain View (kevin.
woodhouse@mountainview.gov). The authors 
thank and commend the members of the 
Mountain View Ethics Committee for their 
commitment to and support of this effort. 

PreventAtIve efforts, InCluDIng trAInIng AnD the 
CoMMunICAtIon of orgAnIzAtIonAl exPeCtAtIons, 
WIll InCreAse the oDDs of hAvIng An orgAnIzAtIon 
thAt Meets the hIgh level of ethICAl ConDuCt 
exPeCteD By resIDents.

ChAllenges BeCAMe 
leArnIng PoInts
Decision making by committee can be challenging in itself, but the Ethics 
Committee’s work confronted several organization-wide challenges that are 
noteworthy because the solutions in this case are important learning points.

One challenge was that the original timing for the employee input sessions 
was going to occur during the spring and summer of 2009—a time when 
Mountain View was confronting some important budget decisions related to 
employee positions. Foreseeing that employees’ concerns about the budget 
and its impact on their positions might work at odds with undistracted input on 
ethical principles, the committee decided to delay its work by six months.

The lesson learned is that flexibility in timing is important.
Another challenge was the fluctuating workload that the process required 

of committee members, on top of their normal duties. Although each member 
was self-motivated to participate, this challenge was partially mitigated by not 
rushing the process (again, flexibility in the timing). A third challenge related to 
facilitation of the input sessions that covered the topic of ethical dilemmas.

The committee was extremely cognizant of the importance of not influ-
encing the discussion in the small groups. Because the committee members 
serving as facilitators had become familiar with ethical-dilemma analysis—in 
part by previously designing and discussing the scenarios—it would have 
been easy for the facilitator to suggest key ethical principles pertaining to the 
scenario under discussion. The special training session for facilitators was 
critical to teaching facilitators to be wary of this common facilitation challenge.
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TAKEAWAYS

Reading this article will help a 
manager address the principles 
of a sound approach to compen-
sation in an organization by:

 ›  Providing local government with 
the necessary tools to support 
employee compensation decisions 
and policies and provide the trans-
parency needed.

 ›  Learning how private sector and 
public sector pay differences can 
be explained rationally and with 
quantifiable data.

 ›  Applying a commonsense 
approach to the statistical analysis 
applied to the market data.

 ›  Considering the missing link 
of individual performance 
management.

 ›  Engaging elected officials in 
the process.
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  By Rollie Waters and TL Cox 

PUBLIC SECTOR
COMPEN$ATION
 PANAC EA O R PAN D O RA’S  B OX?

 Ensuring compensation equity is key
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One of the events that triggered this 
push for more information and transpar-
ency in local government pay was last 
year’s compensation scandal in Bell, 
California. Because of layoffs, service 
reductions, and frequent questions 
regarding pay levels and benefits in the 
public sector compared with the private 
sector, local government managers 
are concerned that this is the wrong 
environment in which to consider study-
ing employees’ compensation. Yet this 
economic climate is the best time to audit 
and, if necessary, develop a quantifiable, 
defensible compensation policy that 
addresses these concerns.

The salaries and benefits of public 
employees, when compared with 
the private sector, have always been 
under a microscope and scrutinized 
by citizens, elected officials, and the 
media. Stakeholders are challenging the 
equity of local government’s pay systems 
when compared with the private sector. 
Managers need practical tools in place 
to ensure that elected officials and staff 
are following best practices and pay 
policies that are in the best interest of 
the constituents served.

The availability of emerging technol-
ogies in public sector human resources, 
including tools for pay and benefit 
plan design and maintenance, union 
negotiation, budgeting, and performance 
management, will empower local gov-
ernment officials to create and maintain 
effective classification and compensation 
systems and aid in keeping personnel 
services and benefits within acceptable 
limits. These tools will also provide 
support to address transparency while 
responding efficiently and confidently to 
requests for such information.

This article attempts to highlight key 
areas for action in order to ensure basic 
compliance with acceptable compensa-

tion practices. Traditional approaches are 
explained as well as the roles of the man-
ager and elected officials. First, however, 
it is necessary to understand the basics 
of a sound compensation system prior to 
discussing emerging technologies.

Information Is Key
Local government administrators are cur-
rently facing some of their most difficult 
human resources challenges to date: sal-
ary and hiring freezes, the retirement of 
key leaders, and rising service demands 
in conjunction with sharply declining 
budgets. While meeting these needs, 
local government also must promote 
transparency and ensure compliance 
with all legal requirements, including the 
Fair Labor Standards Act and the Lilly 
Ledbetter Fair Pay Act of 2009. 

There is an immediate need for 
maintaining a sound classification and 
total compensation system (“personnel 
services” in local governments’ budgets) 
to provide managers with the effective 
tools needed to meet these challenges. 

Three key fairness doctrines pen-
etrate all aspects of a sound, principled 
pay system: internal equity, external eq-
uity, and individual equity (see Table 1). 
Internal equity should be addressed first 
as it drives pay level placement accord-
ing to position and market comparisons.

Internal Equity
Internal equity is the process of placing 
jobs into a hierarchy based on character-
istics such as minimum qualifications; 
essential functions; and the skills, 
knowledge, and abilities required by the 
position. We refer to this collective group 
as compensable factors. Comparing jobs 
and placing them in a hierarchy is a 
process commonly accomplished using a 
methodology that identifies similarities 
and differences in job content. Some 
outcomes include combining jobs into a 
single title with similar or identical es-
sential functions or placing incumbents 
with substantially different measured 
responsibilities into new or modified 
titles (reclassification).

There are numerous ways to estab-
lish an internally equitable compensa-
tion structure through job evaluation. 
The rating processes used are classified 
into two methodologies: whole job and 
quantitative. Point factor job evaluation, 
a quantifiable approach, has proven to 
be one of the most effective processes in 
explaining classification decisions and 
reasons for pay-level differences.

The point factor job evaluation 
process, which relies on compensable 
factors to create an orderly hierarchy 
of positions, determines the rela-
tive internal value of jobs within an 
organization. It is used to classify jobs 
into grades based on rated factors and 
clearly delineates the reasons for the 

differing relationships between jobs 
within a pay structure. Point factor job 
evaluation is accepted by compensa-
tion professionals as one of the most 

IN AUGUST 2011, an Internet search on the topic 
“public and private sector pay differential” yielded 

more than 9,030,000 results. It is no surprise that sessions 
on employee compensation presented at ICMA annual 
conferences are always filled to capacity.

TABLE 1: FAIRNESS DOCTRINES
Equity issues with corresponding techniques and objectives in pay systems.

CONCEPTS TECHNIQUES OBJECTIVES

Internal Equity: Relationships between 
and among jobs in the organization

Job analysis
Job description
Job evaluation

Maintain cost 
control

External Equity: Relationships between 
and among jobs in the labor market

Salary surveys
Attract and retain
competent staff

Individual Equity: Relationships 
between and among individuals in 
the organization

Performance
appraisal

Motivate 
competent staff

©2011 THE WATERS CONSULTING GROUP, INC.
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defensible and documented approaches 
to compensation management.

Some examples of these compen-
sable factors include formal education, 
experience, technical skills, and working 
conditions. These factors represent 
characteristics or features of jobs that are 
understandable and quantifiable, and 
when they are properly defined, they 
capture both job requirements and du-
ties as well as needed core competencies. 

Organizations that have implemented 
the point factor job evaluation system 
have realized a number of advantages to 
this approach. First, it substantiates the 
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Sector Compensation over 20 Years, an 
analysis published in April 2010 by 
Keith A. Bender and John S. Heywood, 
identifies a number of differences in 
public and private sector jobs. The report 

finds that “state and local governments 
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STATE/
PRIVATE (%)

LOCAL/
PRIVATE (%)

Full Country -11.4 -12.0

California -9.8 -6.1

Texas -16.6 -17.6

New York -7.0 -5.9

Pennsylvania -4.5 -12.9

Illinois -12.5 -13.3

Michigan -10.1 -11.2

Florida -4.8 -0.2

TABLE 2: COMPARISON OF STATE 
AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT PAY TO 
PRIVATE SECTOR.

©2010 CENTER FOR STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
EXCELLENCE AND NATIONAL INSTITUTE ON RETIREMENT 
SECURITY OUT OF BALANCE? PUBLICATION, APRIL 2010.

 

Adopted by the ICMA Executive Board in October 2010, the 
ICMA Guidelines for Compensation advocate ethical stan-
dards for establishing compensation, place greater emphasis 
on transparency, and provide a roadmap for managers and 
their elected officials in establishing and negotiating compen-
sation contracts. These guidelines reaffirm the fundamental 
public service values—honesty, trust, transparency, integrity, 
and accountability—embodied in the ICMA Code of Ethics 
and provide sound guidance on:

•	 Developing the best practice for establishing 
and negotiating compensation for local government 
managers and staff.

•	 Ensuring transparency around issues related to 
compensation of public employees.

•	 Clarifying the roles and responsibilities of the governing 
body and local government manager.

•	 Maintaining public trust and integrity in local government 
and position professional local government managers as 
primary stewards of that trust.

To download a copy of the ICMA Guidelines for 
Compensation, visit icma.org/compensationguidelines.

ICMA GUIDELINES 
FOR COMPENSATION
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Individual Equity
The third doctrine of fairness, indi-
vidual equity—in other words, the 
relationships between and among 
individuals within an organization—
can be accomplished by implementing 
a compensation system that recognizes 
and rewards performance. As an avenue 
for acknowledging individual contribu-
tions and guiding supervisors’ pay 
decisions, an effective performance 
management system helps motivate 
and develop competent staff and is a 
critical component, particularly in an 
environment where there is internal and 
external competition for talent.

Creating a job-family approach to 
competencies enables an organization 
to avoid a one-size-fits-all performance 
appraisal form. Such generic forms are 
unable to provide a true assessment of 
employees’ strengths and weaknesses 
and are often viewed negatively by 
supervisors, managers, and employees.

Likewise, the move to a merit-based 
system enables public administrators to 
satisfy separate, often opposing constit-
uencies. Employees will be pleased that 
their individual accomplishments can 
be quantified, acknowledged (measur-
able objectives), and rewarded, while 
their development goals (competencies) 
to increase their skill base are being 
supported by the performance manage-
ment process. The maximized return 
on investment of public funds will no 

doubt please all involved, including 
residents and elected officials.

The Future Is Now
First and foremost are the questions of 
where to start and what the strategic 
issues are. Various surveys can be 
conducted to determine how employees 
feel about the three equities: internal, 
external, and individual. The perception 
of trust in the system’s administration 
should also be probed.

An audit of the current pay and 
benefit system and how it compares 
with best practices is critical. Web-based 
platforms are now available to assist 
in the total compensation audit. These 
programs have been designed to create, 
manage, and maintain employee pay 
systems as well as monitor the direct 
costs of all benefit plans.

An advantage is that these programs 
allow staff to filter this data for all 
employee groups and to track fund 
expenditures and monitor job titles, 
departments, and any other neces-
sary variables for salary, benefit cash 
components, and such noncash benefit 
items as time off. This day-to-day ability 
to manage the personnel services budget 
has been shown to aid significantly in 
controlling expenditures.

During such a study, transparency 
and the role of elected officials in the 
process needs to be addressed. Our expe-
rience shows that any issue that impacts 

compensation policy should be discussed 
with the elected officials before the actual 
market research begins. This would 
include the decision on the benchmark 
organizations (both public and private), 
best-practice questions, and how to col-
lect and compare the benefits data.

After data are collected, the policy 
about where to place the actual pay line 
(as opposed to market line) and the cost 
and morale implications of this policy 
would need to be discussed with elected 
officials. Such other policy decisions as 
the treatment of individuals below and 
above the pay scales would be made by 
the manager and staff and included in 
the final implementation plan.

The recent unfortunate public sector 
pay controversies also have necessitated 
that local governments ensure a transpar-
ent, defensible system for compensating 
their employees. 

1 Keith A. Bender and John S. Heywood, Out of 
Balance? Comparing Public and Private Sector 
Compensation over 20 Years (Washington, D.C.: 
Center for State and Local Government Excellence 
and National Institute on Retirement Security, April 
2010). http://tinyurl.com/outofbalancepdf.
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FIGURE 1: POINT FACTOR EVALUATION COMPARISON 
TO MARKET

FIGURE 2: CURRENT EMPLOYEES WITH BELOW AND 
ABOVE MARKET CHALLENGES
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Takeaway

Compliance is about more 
than money. Effective programs 
to root out and prevent wrong-
doing involve all aspects of the 
organization and should take 
into consideration the values of 
the residents a manager serves. 

A 
well-ed u cAted pu bl i c Ad m i n istrAto r 
writes a grant-funded check to his wife 
for consulting services, endorses the 
check, and deposits it. Her pay for con-
sulting services: $3,000 per day, although 
she lacked necessary credentials and the 

fee was well above market price.
In Bell, California, the police department set up 

a “ball game” with quotas for impounding cars in 
order to raise revenue to fund the exorbitant salaries 
of city officials. They brought in three times as much 
money as Los Angeles for the same violation.

A county supervisor, well known for his 
demands for on-time performance by employees, 
including strict limits on lunch and break times, 
watches porn in his corner office.

These real-life situations can show that it is diffi-
cult to explain the thoughtless and unethical acts of 
public officials, most of whom should have known 
better. The big question from the public’s point of 
view is always about the motivation, the why. Was 
it one of the seven deadly sins: wrath, envy, pride, 
greed, lust, gluttony, or sloth? Was it ignorance? 
Stupidity? Habit? Oversight? Too often, the question 
is never answered, and the wrongdoing is blamed 
on a person’s bad character.

Check Whether Compliance Is in Place
Perhaps a more practical starting point for root-
ing out and avoiding future ethical wrongdoing is 
figuring out the gaps in the organization’s compli-
ance program—or starting one if there is no such 
program in place. Princeton psychologist John 
Darley wrote in a 2005 Brooklyn Law Review article 
that “people are ethical, but only intermittently so.” 
If a manager is really serious about ethics, then it is 
vital to minimize opportunities for wrongdoing and 
to always be intolerant of unethical behavior.

The slippery slope is the unethical behavior 
that gets by undetected or, worse, the one that 
gets rewarded. Atlanta Public School Superin-
tendent Beverly Hall got bonuses and a national 
school superintendent’s award while the systems’ 
teachers and principals were changing answers on 
students’ tests to show the “improvement” that 
was rewarded.

Compliance is viewed by many public managers 
as an after-the-fact way of checking up on the work 
of the organization. Financial audits are the most 
familiar means of demonstrating compliance. In 
many organizations, the annual audit is the only 
type of check and balance, but ethical issues in the 
public and nonprofit sectors clearly involve more 
than handling of money.

The first step toward an ethical organization is 
conducting what amounts to a gap analysis of the 
organization. As you begin to think about where 
the gaps are, consider every department. Ask 
yourself where things could go wrong and where 
the organization or agency could get into trouble 
or break laws or regulations. Then go one step 
further. When you identify the ideals your constitu-
ents expect you to uphold, other gaps will become 
obvious and can be addressed through a program 
of monitoring and auditing.

when deficiencies Are identified, 
provide trAining to Assure chAnge 
And then reAssess. when per-
formAnce is stellAr, encourAge 
shAring of processes.

Th i n k i n g

B r oad ly

aB ouT

Com plian Ce
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A Proactive Plan Is Important
Financial audits are, of course, essential, 
but they are only the beginning of a 
proactive plan. If we consider the values 
of public managers in the United States, 
then we broaden the range of ethical in-
terests. A representative bureaucracy, for 
example, is a widely held value in this 
country in communities where people 
of several ethnicities live. Because most 
people tend to hire people who look like 
themselves, over time there can be a 
demographic shift in an organization. 
Setting up an annual review of employ-
ees’ ethnicity, age, and gender can at 
least create an awareness of trends that 
might not otherwise be obvious.

Human resources departments may 
also have compliance issues of which 
the manager is not aware. Regular 
audits should be used to ensure that 
drug screens, I-9s (employee verifica-
tion forms), background checks, and 
required continuing education, among 
other precautions and requirements, 
are in place. An effective way to ensure 
compliance is to conduct random 
follow-ups for background checks and 
to review files at least annually or more 
often if turnover is high.

Turnover in itself says something 
about the organization. Compare your 
organization with others in your region. 
Look at external salary schedules for 
comparison purposes and internal 
salary schedules for equity issues. 
Consider the state of employee morale 
in an effort to avoid unethical behaviors 
by dissatisfied workers. HR should be as 

much a part of any compliance program 
as the financial sector.

early identification of trends is 
key. Although a financial audit might 
immediately discover money that has 
gone missing, it’s not always easy to spot 
changes in customer service or response 
time for police or ambulance calls unless 
they are tracked and trended.

At a nonprofit where I worked years 
ago, the facility depended on referrals 
from hospitals for its clients. A review 
of four years of referrals demonstrated a 
dramatic shift. The largest source of re-
ferrals, more than 60 percent in the first 
year, had dropped to only 10 percent 
by the fourth year. A simple pie chart 
or bar graph was all that was needed, 
but without trending, it would not have 
been obvious. The manager had to 
repair whatever relationship damage 
had caused the decline in referrals.

What’s in the Contract
Contracts are another major problem 
in public organizations. First, is there a 
contract at all? Does the contract spell 
out deliverables and timelines? Was the 
procurement process fair to potential 
bidders? Can the public be assured 
that officials do not have any conflicts 
of interest? Did advertising follow the 
letter of the law?

Public officials can create other 
difficulties when their own interests 
take precedence over those of the public 
they serve. There must be some means 
of reporting any potential conflicts prior 
to land purchase or award of contracts, 
for example. Routine audits should look 
at family-member involvement with po-
tential contractors and others who have 
potential to conduct business with the 
organization. Procurement is rife with 
opportunities for wrongdoing. Laying the 
ground rules up front and then monitor-
ing will help avoid problems.

Although less easy to identify as an 
ethical issue, squabbling among public 
officials can derail an organization’s 

efforts to plan or make decisions. Two 
school boards in the southeastern United 
States were responsible for their system’s 
loss of accreditation because unethical 
self-interest and power struggles made 
them ineffective. Are policies in place to 
address these issues?

A simple time study might indicate 
necessary meeting changes if the time is 
not used wisely. Transparency is a 21st-
century expectation, so make sure that 
meetings are open and public documents 
are accessible.

Responsiveness is another widely 
held value among public officials 
and their constituents. Customer 
satisfaction surveys—inexpensive and 
instructive—can tell you about routine 
performance of garbage pickup, animal 
control, and even the time it takes to 
answer a phone.

With public websites now urging 
citizens to use e-mail for inquiries, be 
sure that whoever is answering e-mail is 
responsive and that there is an alterna-
tive for others who are not connected.

governments are now using gPS 
to assure that mobile employees are 
where they are supposed to be, another 
means of avoiding ethical mishaps 
while saving money.

Public Image
A significant but often overlooked issue 
in the public setting is public image and 
its attendant professionalism. When one 
considers the expectation of professional-
ism as an American value demonstrating 
respect for the public, then there is value 
in monitoring and auditing that public 
image. Are the organization’s offices 
neat, clean, and well organized? Can 
employees readily find information? 
Does your organization set a standard 
you’d like to see repeated in the commu-
nity; that is, do you have a pleasant and 
professional service, the flag flying, and 
a well-kept entrance?

go to lunch and call yourself to see 
how well office staffers respond. Prepare 

a first-impressions checklist to see where 
you could improve. Monitoring is not 
simply a fiscal matter. Pride in the work-
place translates into higher morale and 
lower likelihood of sabotage or negative 
actions that could hurt the organization.

Take (and Keep) a Picture
Vary the types of audits and the auditors 
you use to ensure that you’re getting a 
true picture of the organization. Unless 
trending is involved (when consistency 
is vital), change up the audits that are 
done, so that auditing won’t simply be 
a repetitive process. Take a lesson from 
the private sector and consider using 
a secret shopper to see how efficiently 
employees are providing information or 
other services.

Monitoring and auditing do not, 
however, have to be done by outsid-
ers or professionals. Peer reviews are 

often great learning experiences for 
workers and can help with cross train-
ing. Few people can proofread their 
own material, and the same applies 
for the jobs we do. It’s harder to see 
one’s own mistakes.

If the process is positive—not a witch 
hunt—then performance will improve. 
When deficiencies are identified, provide 
training to assure change and then 

reassess. When performance is stellar, 
encourage sharing of processes.

nobody wants to spend more time 
doing compliance than doing the job, 
but monitoring and auditing can be 
built in to many services with little 
additional labor. Yes, follow the money, 
but keep in mind that the goal of 
compliance programs is to ensure an 
organization of integrity, not just an 
organization of efficiency.

Higher standards demand higher 
performance. By broadening your 
approach to compliance to include your 
organization’s values, you can achieve a 
more rounded compliance program and 
improve overall performance. 

procurement is rife 
with opportunities for 
wrongdoing. lAying the 
ground rules up front 
And then monitoring will 
help Avo id problems.

mary eleanor WiCkersham, 
DPA, is assistant professor of public 
administration. Valdosta State 
University, Valdosta, Georgia 
(mrwickersham@valdosta.edu).

the slippery slope is the 
uneth icAl behAvior thAt 
gets by undetected or, 
worse, the one thAt gets 
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organization’s values, you can achieve a 
more rounded compliance program and 
improve overall performance. 

procurement is rife 
with opportunities for 
wrongdoing. lAying the 
ground rules up front 
And then monitoring will 
help Avo id problems.

mary eleanor WiCkersham, 
DPA, is assistant professor of public 
administration. Valdosta State 
University, Valdosta, Georgia 
(mrwickersham@valdosta.edu).

the slippery slope is the 
uneth icAl behAvior thAt 
gets by undetected or, 
worse, the one thAt gets 
rewArded.
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“The AICP credential has a lot of  
credibility. That seal of approval  
helps protect planning departments 
against budget cuts.”

  Sergio Rodriguez, faicp
  Retired Vice President of Facilities and Real Estate,  
  University of Miami
  Former City Manager, Miami Beach, Florida

American Institute of Certified Planners
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At a recent Texas City Management 
Association annual conference 
in Galveston, Gene Kranz of 

Apollo 13 mission control fame spoke to 
several hundred attendees on his topic, 
“Failure Is Not an Option!” He empha-
sized that understanding the desired 
outcome was the critical first step in 
any successful endeavor, and after that 
it was planning, practice, execution, 
quality control, and adaptation.

His admonition to his immediate 
team, which he said was accurately 
reflected in the movie, Apollo 13, was 
that in spite of the difficulties facing 
that space mission, successfully bring-
ing home the Apollo 13 team would be 
remembered as “our finest hour.”

As we listened to Gene, I reflected 
at how transferable his message was 
for local government managers in these 
thorny fiscal times. In spite of all of the 
challenges that the economy, the chang-
ing political environments, and the citizen 
expectations gift us with, managers, in 
conjunction with great elected officials 
and keen staff, keep bringing excellent 
services to communities. 

Having good council direction and 
involvement in developing our out-
comes is absolutely an important first 
step, and I often get questions about 
the components of a successful council 
retreat that help accomplish this piece. 
Having designed and facilitated many 
dozens of retreats for cities both large 
and quite small, I have a short checklist 
I bring to meetings with mayors and 
managers when they want to explore 
the concept. This checklist envisions 
the assistance of an external facilitator, 
but it is just as helpful if a manager 
needs or wants to do it alone.

What Do You Hope to Accomplish?
With new elected members or with 
groups that do not function well, it may 
be that team building and governance 
process will be the key values of the 
retreat. With tenured or cohesive groups, 
it may be that long-range visioning, com-
munity strategic planning, or thorny-issue 
discussion is most critical.

For every event, it is important to set 
expectations appropriately. Expecting 
long-term dysfunction to turn into a 
lovefest in a day and a half is not realistic 
although agreeing on and practicing good 
group dynamics certainly is, and remark-
able progress can certainly be made.

Can You Invest in Individual Pre-
Meetings Prior to the Event?
Councilmembers come in all personality 
types, and not all of them are willing to 
put difficult issues on the table in front 
of their peers. As a facilitator, I use the 
pre-meeting to get to know the individu-
als, to develop some rapport before the 
event, and to get a sense of what they 
hope to accomplish. Often it is possible to 
structure the agenda so that an indi-
vidual’s key issue is tackled as a matter 
of course and not as a result of a certain 
person pushing for it, thus lowering the 
perceived threat of participation.

Does using some sort of personality 
profiling assist in getting the process 
ball rolling? There are lots of instru-
ments available, and my favorites are 
Insights® and DiSC®, but many folks like 
others. The key is to recognize that all 
of us receive, process, and communicate 
information differently and most certainly 
arrive at a decision point differently.

By understanding our prefer-
ences and those of our colleagues on 

the council and staff, we can get a 
handle on group process and provide 
a framework and context for appropri-
ate communication. Again, it is not 
unusual for a single council to have a 
member who prefers verbal exchange, 
one who prefers abbreviated written 
reports, and still another who wants 
lengthy chapter and verse (with a 
question-and-answer opportunity).

When the pressure cooker of impor-
tant decisions on live TV comes into 
play, it is critical that the team have a 
framework for dealing with the resulting 
discord. Although personality profiling 
is not a panacea, it provides a common 
language for folks to use to highlight 
these differences in a positive fashion.

What Is the Agenda?
With proper pre-meetings, personality 
profiles in hand, and the input of the 
mayor and manager if appropriate, a 
realistic agenda can be crafted. Because 
in most environments retreats are 
open meetings and must be posted, it 
is important that the agenda comply 
with local standards and yet also reflect 
where the key energies are intended to 
be invested.

Let me emphasize “realistic.” If this 
is the first retreat for a council and group 
dynamics is the focus, don’t put the com-
munity’s BHAG (that big hairy audacious 
goal) on the agenda as well. Conversely, 
with a tenured group with successful 
dynamics, don’t waste this precious off-
site time by playing soft toss!

As Gene Kranz emphasized, 
understanding outcomes, planning, 
practice, execution, quality control, and 
adaptation help us be successful. Apply 
these short questions to your retreat 
planning, and your opportunity for 
accomplishment will increase. 

By MIkE CONdUff, ICMA-CM

PreParing for 
the SucceSSful 
council retreat
There’s more to it than just planning

Mike Conduff, ICMA-CM 
Former City Manager 
Now President and CEO 
The Elim Group 
Denton, Texas 

mike.conduff@theelimgroup.com
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By ThOMAs DUffy

Helping local 
governments 
improve cyber 
security
Why is it important to local governments?

Many of our critical government 
services rely on the Internet 
and technology to function. 

The efficiencies and convenience 
afforded by the technology, however, 
do come with risks. Cyber Security 
Awareness month in October can serve 
as a reminder that it is time for manage-
ment professionals to review their cyber 
security practices and insure that proper 
safeguards are in place. 

The average unprotected computer 
(which means that the computer does 
not have proper security controls in 
place) connected to the Internet can 
be compromised in less than a minute. 
Thousands of infected web pages are 
being discovered every day. Hundreds 
of millions of records have been 
involved in data breaches.

These are just a few examples of the 
consequences facing us, and they high-
light the importance of cyber security.

Local governments have a respon-
sibility to their residents to protect 
the information in their care. Here 
are examples of how your computer 
system could be affected by a cyber 
security incident:

•	 Your websites could be disabled 
and unavailable to your residents to 
process transactions. 

•	 Criminals could break into your 
systems and steal personal and 
sensitive information, including 
online banking credentials, about 
your employees or residents.

•	 Your network could be shut down by 
an external attack.

•	 A laptop or mobile device could be 
inadvertently lost, putting any data 
on that device at risk for compromise.

•	 A malicious user could use your 
systems to attack other systems.
These and other information security 

incidents would certainly have a nega-
tive impact on your ability to provide 
services to residents and could result in a 
loss of public confidence.

What Can You Do to Protect Your 
Information?
•	 Designate a principal individual 

responsible for cyber security.
•	 Know how to recognize that you 

might have a problem: for example, 
if your computer is slow or con-
stantly crashing, or if you are not 
receiving e-mails, you may have a 
problem.

•	 Understand how to deal with 
problems: make sure you take an 
infected machine out of service as 
soon as practical and gather as 
much information as possible 
about the incident.

•	 Physically protect equipment: keep 
equipment protected from theft as well 
as environmental hazards.

•	 Protect essential hardware and soft-
ware: install and maintain firewalls, 
antivirus software, and patches.

•	 Control access: ensure users have 
strong passwords; limit access to 
sensitive data to authorized users.

•	 Protect information: perform 
regular backups.

•	 Implement training and awareness 
programs.

•	 Develop Internet and acceptable 
use policy.

•	 Take steps to securely dispose of 
computer equipment.

For more details on how to implement 
each of these steps, visit the Multi-State 
Information Sharing and Analysis Center 
(MS-ISAC) website at http://msisac.cis-
ecurity.org/resources for the guide, Cyber 

Security: Getting Started, along with a 
number of other helpful guides, newslet-
ters, daily tips, and references which are 
available at www.msisac.org.

How Can MS-ISAC Help?
MS-ISAC, a division of the not-for-profit 
Center for Internet Security, focuses 
on cyber threat prevention, protection, 
response, and recovery for the na-
tion’s state, local, territorial, and tribal 
governments. It provides resources to its 
members (there is no cost to join), in-
cluding incident response; information 
sharing, cyber alerts, and advisories; 
emergency conference calls to respond 
to threats or reports of major cyber 
incidents; monthly member webcast 
meetings; and more.

To learn more about how your 
local government can become a member, 
contact Ryan Spelman, MS-ISAC, at 
518/266-3460 or ryan.spelman@ 
msisac.org. 

Thomas Duffy 
Executive Director 
Multi-State Information Sharing and 
Analysis Center 
Center for Internet Security. 

East Greenbush, New York
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By JOhN BAkER

Time’s Up! WhaT Do 
YoU ReallY WanT?

By DAVE ANDERsON

leaDeRship anD 
liTTle WhiTe lies
How seemingly harmless fibs and half truths can hurt you

Dave anDerson is president, 
Dave Anderson’s Learn to Lead, 
Agoura Hills, California, and author 
of How to Run Your Business by 
THE BOOK—Revised and 

Expanded: A Biblical Blueprint to Bless Your 
Business (Wiley, 2011, ISBN: 978-1-118-02237-
5, $18.95, www.learntolead.com).

John Baker is a management and 
leadership consultant, Minneapolis, 
Minnesota (info@theaskingformula.
com), and author of the book, The 
Asking Formula – Ask For What You 

Want And Get It (www.theaskingformula.com).

Most people, when it comes 
down to it, are fearful of being 
direct and to the point and tell-

ing people in no uncertain terms, “Here’s 
what I want!”

Think about it. There’s a conspiracy 
that encourages people to bury their 
most important wants and desires. Mar-
keting trainers use consultative selling to 
draw people out. Social media consul-
tants say, “Asking directly is suicide!” 
People hem and they haw, and they even 
are afraid to ask what they want to ask 
the most. They feel vulnerable about 
being honest and up-front.

Yet when it comes to being successful 
in a job, being frank, open, and clearly 
asking people for what you want is what 
wins the day. If you ask me, I think the 
world would be a better place if market-
ers, for example, were totally up-front 
and said, “I’m selling windows today; 
are you buying?”

I spent several years studying the 
fears and trepidation people demonstrate 
in situations across the whole spectrum 
of human interactions and have con-
cluded that people do not know the best 
way to get what they want. 

What I discovered was simple: the 
most successful people ask for what they 
want. Then they give the three best rea-
sons that explain why it makes perfect 
sense to say yes. Here’s an example.

A manager is frustrated with the 
administrative team and needs a way to 
get team members to focus on specific 
items that elected officials have asked be 
completed. How does the manager ask 
team members to move things forward?

Even experienced people, young and 
old, are often stumped over asking some-
one for exactly what they want. 

Various experts tell you that it’s 
important to build a relationship, or 
you have to draw out the prospect, or 

listen for clues, and any number of other 
items, but the crucial, bottom-line issue 
is that a person never gets around to 
asking the important question.

Yet the quickest and best way to 
ask for a job to be completed, as in our 
example here, is to go right up to team 
members and say: “Would you please 
do this for me?” I want you to call ‘Joe’ 
and ask what needs to be done to get the 
project finished. I want you to see what 
will happen. You’ll ask what is needed, 
you’ll find out the answer, and you’ll 
then get to give them what they need, 
or we’ll know what it’s going to take to 
complete the project.

It is crucial to identify the exact, 
most important request, and then 
brainstorm before you decide on the 
best reasons. Each reason needs to be 
carefully selected from a larger number 
of options and be backed by three im-
portant facts. And it really helps if you 
put your money where your mouth is 
by saying something like, “Let’s imple-
ment the plan as follows. E-mail me 
the information by the end of the day. 
We’ll meet at 10 a.m. tomorrow and 
discuss the results and lessons learned, 
and we’ll even make sure that we have 
answers to the questions by noon!”

A quick conversation like this is clearer, 
and there is less misunderstanding. The 
formula to use has three key rules:

1.  Offer only information that is 
meaningful. The rest is trivial.

2.  Get to the point and ask for what 
it is you want.

3. Be quick about it. 

Picture this: It’s 4:30 on a Friday af-
ternoon at the end of an exhaust-
ing week. You’ve finally reached a 

good stopping place in your work, and 
everything seems on track for a clean 
break when 5:00 p.m. rolls around. 
Suddenly, the phone rings. You glance 
at your caller ID screen and cringe. It’s 
one of your most talkative residents.

So what do you do now? Do you 
take the call, or do you have the 
receptionist tell him you’ve already left 
for the day and direct the call to your 
voice mail.

If you opt for the white lie, you’re 
not alone. We’re all guilty of stretching 
the truth every now and then, and some 
of us find ourselves doing it so often we 
barely notice anymore. But those harm-
less little untruths are anything but. Not 
only are these fibs a reflection on your 
character—after all, lying is lying—but 
they can open the door to bigger, darker, 
more destructive lies.

White lies are like the gateway drug 
to bigger offenses. Get away with them 
and you’re tempted to tell ever bigger 
ones. Eventually your lies will catch up 
with you and will damage your rela-
tionships with residents, vendors, and 
employees. And in a business world that 
is already unstable, it’s not a risk you 
should be willing to take.

Consider the Consequences
Although most white lies seem harmless 
on the front end, consider the potential 
consequences of your actions. What if, 
for instance, the resident you had the re-
ceptionist lie to happens to find out you 
actually were in the office? He may feel 
offended enough to tell other residents 
about your unsavory behavior.

Even more detrimental is the effect 
that white lies can have on one’s own 

psyche. White lies work much the same 
as other types of lesser offenses (say, 
flirting with that married coworker rather 
than launching a full-on affair). Basically, 
you become desensitized to the feelings 
of wrongness and guilt, and, before you 
know it, you are finding ways to excuse 
away other, more serious infractions.

If you’re going to start classifying lies 
as either white ones or whoppers, you 
may as well categorize different levels of 
stealing, too. The white-lie version of em-
bezzlement could be taking a few dollars 
worth of office supplies home with you, 
or mailing personal correspondence with 
company postage, or making personal 
copies on the office copy machine.

Is this the standard you want to set 
for your employees? I suggest that you 
personally work inside a no-lying zone 
and insist that your employees do the 
same. Here are other tips:

1. Tell the truth at all costs (literally!). 
You should tell the truth even when it is 
not easy, cheap, popular, or convenient. 
Selling a product at the right price 
(rather than a grossly inflated one that 
you are pretty sure you can get away 
with) may cost you more in the short 
term, but dishonesty and deception can 
end up costing you much more in the 
long run, professionally and personally.

2. Don’t give false impressions. When it 
comes to business, false impressions are 
everywhere. From misleading advertis-
ing campaigns to padded resumes, you 
won’t be hard-pressed to find examples 
of people trying to make others believe 
things are better than they really are. 
And, although you may not realize it, 
this is just another form of lying!

You need to be up-front and honest 
with those you work with, or you may lose 

your credibility and build up bitterness and 
resentment in a once-valuable relationship. 
Think about the ways that you or your 
organization may be misleading others, 
and find ways to stop it.

Make sure that you aren’t spinning 
feedback to make people feel as though 
they’re doing better or worse than they 
really are. And certainly don’t mislead 
any potential job candidates or employ-
ees about the realities of compensation, 
advancement, or future plans.

3. Never, ever ask someone else to lie 
on your behalf. This is an abuse of your 
power, position, relationship, and friend-
ship. Asking an employee or colleague to 
lie for you can do permanent damage to 
your integrity and reputation, and it opens 
the door for them to lie to you as well as to 
business and government contacts.

4. Beware of the four magic words. 
Four words should tip you off that you 
are headed for trouble: “Just tell him 
that…” Any sentence that begins with 
that phrase is usually followed by a lie. 
For example, “Just tell him that the offer 
has already expired,” or “Just tell him 
that this is the last time we’ll consider a 
change” are lies that may seem harm-
less on the surface but can lead to big 
trouble. And if someone tells you to tell 
someone else, “Just tell him that…” 
you can do the person a great service 
by respectfully replying, “But that’s not 
true. What should I tell him instead?”

Think of all the business scandal 
stories from this past year and how 
many of them were the result of 
dishonesty—and how that dishonesty 
shattered the lives of so many people. 
That’s something every manager should 
work to avoid. 
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good stopping place in your work, and 
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psyche. White lies work much the same 
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you become desensitized to the feelings 
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know it, you are finding ways to excuse 
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(rather than a grossly inflated one that 
you are pretty sure you can get away 
with) may cost you more in the short 
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that…” Any sentence that begins with 
that phrase is usually followed by a lie. 
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Think of all the business scandal 
stories from this past year and how 
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dishonesty—and how that dishonesty 
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work to avoid. 
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Across college campuses this fall, 
students might have been asked 
that age-old question, “How was 

your summer vacation?” The standard 
reply usually consists of the word “good” 
and perhaps not much else. But if that 
description is all the student can muster, 
then a summer internship in local 
government wasn’t part of the agenda.

As a 2011 summer intern with the 
city of Maryland Heights, Missouri, I 
was fortunate to experience the dynamic 
nature of management in local govern-
ment. Although the old adage that no 
two days are alike may not be entirely 
true for an intern, there are certainly 
enough everyday twists to keep things 
interesting. Particularly in this internship 
program, the combination of challeng-
ing tasks and managers who welcome 
thoughtful ideas made it a great fit not 
just for me but also for scores of others 
in past years.

A 26-Year Program
Maryland Heights has operated this 
internship program every summer 
since the city incorporated in 1985. The 
program originated in the administra-
tion department, with graduate student 
interns from local universities who were 
interested in municipal management.

Over the years, internships were 
developed for other city departments—
community development, parks and 
recreation, public relations, and public 
works—and expanded to include un-
dergraduate and graduate students from 
schools around the country. Maryland 
Heights has now hosted more than 100 
interns in its 26-year existence.

This past summer, the internship pro-
gram included students from universities 
in the Midwest who worked on a variety 
of projects. Interns in community devel-

opment conducted research and analyzed 
data that related to city planning and 
zoning. A public works intern performed 
design, concept, and cost estimates for 
engineering and construction projects. 
Another intern, in parks and recreation, 
learned about the management of a rec-
reational facility. In administration, three 
interns worked on economic development 
research, human resources matters, and 
budget projections.

Although we worked independently 
on these projects, we as a group also 
experienced various aspects of city 
government. Weekly excursions to 
facilities like a water treatment plant 
and a recycling center exposed us to 
operations taking place outside of city 
hall that still impact service delivery 
and quality of life in the area. We also 
planned the annual summer barbeque 
for the city’s 200 employees, a task 
designed to give us experience working 
on an interdepartmental project. It was 
also a lot of fun!

Projects like these benefited past in-
terns when they were seeking jobs after 
their internships concluded. More than 
half of them now enjoy employment in 
the public sector, and many others work 
for private firms that conduct business 
with government. Regardless of the 
sector in which they are employed, past 
interns have overwhelmingly reported 
that the internship gave them skills and 
experiences still useful years later.

In addition to providing a slew of 
students with a launching pad into public 
service, the internship program has also 
been beneficial to the city. The staff can 
rely on summer interns to complete 
tasks and projects that are meaningful to 
the organization’s success. They bring 
perspectives that can freshen up staid 
approaches to conducting the business  

 
of government. Perhaps most important, 
interns give department heads and man-
agers an opportunity to convince the next 
generation that a career in public service 
is a worthwhile endeavor.

Benefits Are Real
The Maryland Heights internship 
program is just one of many around the 
country that has been offering hands-on 
experience to students pursuing a career 
in local government. As any student 
who has conducted an internship search 
will note, however, there is still a need 
to increase the availability of meaning-
ful internship programs at the local 
level. Although budget constraints may 
make growth difficult, this is one pro-
gram that does not need a sophisticated 
cost-benefit analysis to implement, and 
the benefits of employing interns far 
outweigh the costs!

When members of the 2011 class of 
Maryland Heights interns concluded 
their experience, some traveled back to 
school to finish degrees while others 
went off to begin their careers. Whatever 
paths we ultimately choose to pursue, 
we will be better prepared because of 
our experience as interns. And next time 
someone inquires about our summer 
vacation, we will have a lot more to say 
than “It was good.” 

A lot of advice has been given 
about the importance of the first 
impression in a job interview. 

Although I agree that candidates must 
be aware of the power of a poor first 
impression, at least with a poor first 
impression the candidate has the bal-
ance of the interview to recover.

If a candidate leaves a less than 
favorable impression as the interview 
is ending, there is no opportunity to 
overcome that.

Let’s examine a few of the trouble 
spots that can ruin an otherwise posi-
tive interview.

1. Don’t prolong the interview needlessly. 
A common mistake some candidates 
make is asking too many questions in 
the initial interview stage. This need-
lessly prolongs the interview. The hiring 
authority often allows time at the end 
of this type of formal interview for the 
candidate to make a final statement or 
ask questions of the interview panel.

This period is intended to allow the 
candidate to ask a limited number of 
questions. The schedule usually does not 
provide time for the candidate to ask the 
panel as many questions as the candidate 
has been asked. Candidates who open their 
notebooks and begin to ask a long series of 
detailed questions may well talk themselves 
out of an otherwise favorable rating.

2. Know the details of the interview 
process. It is important for candidates to 
be prepared for the interview by know-
ing the details of the interview process. 
One of the details candidates need to 
know is how much time the organization 
has allocated for the interview and then 
be sensitive to that schedule.

If the interviewer extends the allotted 
time with follow-up questions, that is the 
interviewer’s choice. If the candidate, how-
ever, causes the schedule to slip by asking 

too many questions at the end, that can be 
seen as a definite negative by the panel.

3. Do the homework. Another red flag is 
the candidate who asks a question that 
indicates a lack of preparation. Before an 
interview, candidates should research the 
organization and the position by review-
ing material available on the Internet 
or from such other sources as profiles de-
veloped by the organization or a search 
consultant. Questions that indicate the 
candidate has done due diligence are 
viewed positively by interviewers.

Candidates also need to be careful 
about asking questions that come across 
as being critical of the organization or 
its management. A brief job interview is 
probably not the time to get into a critical 
evaluation. If the position seeker is hired, 
there will be ample time to understand 
all of the challenges of the position.

4. Don’t assume the interviewers know 
you want the job. I remember a chilling 
statement made by an interviewer after a 
candidate left the room at the conclusion 
of an interview. One panel member said to 
the others, “Do you think he really wanted 
this job?” It is imperative that a candidate 
never leave an interviewer with even a 
remote impression of being uninterested in 
the position—assuming, of course, that the 
job seeker truly wants the job.

One of the basic principles of sales 
training is: Always ask for the sale. 
Salespeople are taught to never assume 
anything. I think that is a good principle 
to follow if you are trying to sell yourself 
for a job. At the close of the interview, 
when an applicant is about the leave the 
room, the applicant should look directly 
at the interview panel and state or restate 
a desire for the position. A statement 
such as “I just want to make sure you 
know that I am truly interested in this 
position and believe that I can make a 

contribution to the organization” will 
eliminate any confusion.

5. Leave the room with a confident 
demeanor. Interview guides stress the 
importance of entering the interview 
room with a confident demeanor, some-
times described as “having presence.” 
Leaving the room with a confident de-
meanor at the close of an interview is at 
least as important. Interviewers evaluate 
everything about a candidate during the 
interview. Not only the information be-
ing disseminated but also the candidate’s 
body language and tone of voice.

At this stage, the interviewers are 
envisioning how the candidate would 
perform as a representative of the organi-
zation both internally and externally. As 
a candidate for city manager, assistant 
city manager, or other senior position, 
the applicant will be judged on presence 
as well as other personal characteristics.

Concluding the interview with 
presence includes expressing a strong 
interest in the position, shaking hands 
with the panel members, and thanking 
them individually for their time. It is 
important to maintain eye contact dur-
ing these brief encounters because eye 
contact is an indicator of confidence, 
sincerity, and transparency.

6. Finally, use the name of the inter-
viewer as you shake hands. One of 
the most effective interviews I ever saw 
involved a candidate who was being 
interviewed by three city managers 
for a position as director of a multicity 
operation. She had obviously done her 
homework and had the three names 
attached to the correct faces.

Managing your interview by paying 
attention to small details may well make 
the difference between landing the job or 
being faced with disappointment and 
regret later. 

By COREy SChMIdT

How I Spent My 
SuMMer VacatIon . . .
You guessed it—at city hall—and yes, it was incredible!

By G. ChRIS hARTUNG
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solar communities  |  solar sites

A LAndfiLL’s next Life— 
soLAr deveLopment
Development on former landfills makes sense

Landfills can be environmentally 
and economically beneficial for sit-
ing renewable energy (RE) facilities 

because they have critical infrastructure 
in place; contain the underlying contam-
ination-using secure liners, or caps, or 
both; and offer large areas of land that 
can be suitable for siting solar arrays.

They also take stress off undeveloped 
lands for construction of new energy facili-
ties and provide economically viable reuse 
to sites with significant cleanup costs or 
low real estate development demand.

Dozens of solar projects on landfills 
have been developed across the United 
States in recent years, including projects 
in Colorado, Nevada, North Carolina, 
New Jersey, and Texas that demonstrate 
the unique advantages landfill sites offer.

Encouraging RE Development
The U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) has evaluated approxi-
mately 11,000 sites and almost 15 million 
acres of potentially contaminated land 
and mine sites across the United States 
for renewable energy potential.1 Through 
its initiative, RE-Powering America’s 
Land: Siting Renewable Energy on 
Potentially Contaminated Land and Mine 
Sites, in those cases where renewable 
energy is the “highest and best use” and 
where the community supports a renew-
able energy project, EPA is encouraging 
the development of renewable energy on 
formerly contaminated sites. Visit www.
epa.gov/renewableenergyland for more 
information and resources.

When developed for renewable 
energy, these sites can take stress off 
undeveloped lands for construction 
of new energy facilities while provid-
ing developers with access to existing 
infrastructure. EPA’s inventory of tracked 
lands, which includes brownfields, Su-
perfund and Resource Conservation and 

Recovery Act sites, and Landfill Methane 
Outreach Program sites, among others, 
comprises hundreds of landfills that have 
the potential to support such renewable 
energy projects as solar facilities.

To further study the concept of 
solar development on former landfills, 
EPA partnered with the Department of 
Energy’s National Renewable Energy 
Laboratory (NREL) to conduct a study 
to support the reuse of landfills for solar 
facilities in Puerto Rico. The Feasibility 
Study of Economics and Performance 
of Solar Photovoltaics in the Common-
wealth of Puerto Rico assesses eight 
landfills with the highest potential for 
possible solar photovoltaic (PV) instal-
lation and presents estimates of cost, 
performance, and site impacts of three 
different PV options: crystalline silicon 
(fixed tilt), crystalline silicon (single-axis 
tracking), and thin film (fixed tilt).2 
Seven of the eight landfills considered 
in the study were found to be feasible to 
support solar PV systems.

In Massachusetts, the Merrimac 
Valley Planning Commission is reviewing 
11 closed landfill sites in nine communi-
ties through its regional green energy 

initiative to determine their potential to 
host solar arrays. The state of Massachu-
setts encourages entities to determine 
the feasibility of siting solar and wind 
facilities on landfills and brownfields. 
Its Green Communities Division of the 
Department of Energy Resources and the 
Department of Environmental Protection 
recently held two well-attended work-
shops on this issue.

If the Merrimac Valley Planning Com-
mission identifies suitable sites for solar 
development, it may bundle projects 
together in order to attract a developer. 
The commission’s process may serve 
as a model for other regional planning 
councils and commissions looking to 
turn landfills into solar facilities.

In addition to the sites being studied 
by EPA, NREL, and states, dozens of 
landfills across the country are being de-
veloped for solar. Here are two examples.

Former Landfill Site Helps Power Fort 
Carson. At Fort Carson, a U.S. Army 
installation south of Colorado Springs in 
El Paso County, Colorado, a decommis-
sioned landfill is home to a 2-megawatt 
(MW), ground-mounted PV solar facility. 

Because this 15-acre former landfill 
had a restricted use, the site was an 
ideal candidate for a solar array. The 
site was prepared for the solar facility 
by covering the inert landfill debris 
with soil, grading it for drainage, and 
planting a native seed mix.

Fort Carson now hosts a 12-acre 
array on the former landfill. The 
solar modules will produce electricity 
efficiently for 40 years. The array will 
generate 3,200 megawatt-hours of power 
annually, enough to supply 2.3 percent 
of Fort Carson’s energy consumption, or 
the equivalent of 540 homes.

For more information on how Fort 
Carson harnesses the sun, visit www.
epa.gov/renewableenergyland/docs/
success_fortcarson_co.pdf.

Air Force Base Landfill Trans-
formed. Nellis AFB is a 14,000-acre 
facility located northeast of Las Vegas, 
Nevada. The base’s onsite landfill 
contained debris from building demoli-
tion, paint sludge, wood buildings, and 
other solid waste.

After the landfill was capped, na-
tive soils and groundwater monitoring 
wells were installed. A 2006 environ-
mental impact statement determined 
that the landfill area was suitable for 
housing a solar project.

Working with several private 
sector companies, the U.S. Air Force 
(USAF) developed a solar PV system 
powerful enough to provide a quarter 
of the entire base’s energy needs. The 
solar PV system consists of 72,416 

solar panels, covering 140 acres and 
generating 14 MW.

Constructing the solar PV system 
on this former landfill allowed Nellis 
AFB to benefit and transform land 
that could have remained vacant for 
decades. The solar PV system saves the 
USAF an estimated $1 million annually, 
and it reduces carbon dioxide emis-
sions by 24,000 tons each year.

For more information on the Nellis 
AFB, visit www.epa.gov/renewableen-
ergyland/docs/success_nellis_nv.pdf.

More Online Information
For more information regarding the 
initiative, RE-Powering America’s Land: 
Siting Renewable Energy on Potentially 
Contaminated Land and Mine Sites, or 
EPA and NREL’s research related to 
siting solar facilities on landfills, visit 
www.epa.gov/renewableenergyland, or 
contact cleanenergy@epa.gov. 

ENDNOTES

1 Office of Solid Waste and Emergency 
Response, U.S. EPA, “Draft Cross-Program 
Revitalization Measures Report,” June 12, 2008.
2 James Salasovich and Gail Mosey, Feasibility 
Study of Economics and Performance of Solar 
Photovoltaics in the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, 
Technical report NREL/TP-6A20-49237 (Golden, 
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ington, D.C. (matthews.lura@epamail.epa.gov).

AbOuT EPA RE-POwERiNg AmERicA’S LAND iNiTiATivE
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is encouraging the develop-
ment of renewable energy on potentially contaminated land and mine sites—as 
an alternative to developing renewable energy on previously undeveloped 
land. Through its RE-Powering America’s Land: Siting Renewable Energy on 
Potentially Contaminated Land and Mine Sites initiative, EPA identified more 
than 11,000 EPA tracked sites and nearly 15 million acres that have potential 
for developing solar, wind, biomass, and geothermal facilities.

Using potentially contaminated land and mine sites to develop renewable 
energy facilities can preserve greenfields, provide developers with access to 
existing infrastructure, create jobs, and enable potentially contaminated property 
to return to a productive and sustainable use. For more information on EPA’s 
RE-Powering America’s Land initiative, visit www.epa.gov/renewableenergyland 
or contact cleanenergy@epa.gov.

LEFT: At Fort Carson, a 2 MW 
solar PV facility is sited on a15-acre 
decommissioned landfill.

RigHT: At Nellis Air Force Base, a 14 MW 
solar PV facility covers 140 acres, including 
the 33-acre capped landfill.
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A LAndfiLL’s next Life— 
soLAr deveLopment
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If the Merrimac Valley Planning Com-
mission identifies suitable sites for solar 
development, it may bundle projects 
together in order to attract a developer. 
The commission’s process may serve 
as a model for other regional planning 
councils and commissions looking to 
turn landfills into solar facilities.

In addition to the sites being studied 
by EPA, NREL, and states, dozens of 
landfills across the country are being de-
veloped for solar. Here are two examples.

Former Landfill Site Helps Power Fort 
Carson. At Fort Carson, a U.S. Army 
installation south of Colorado Springs in 
El Paso County, Colorado, a decommis-
sioned landfill is home to a 2-megawatt 
(MW), ground-mounted PV solar facility. 

Because this 15-acre former landfill 
had a restricted use, the site was an 
ideal candidate for a solar array. The 
site was prepared for the solar facility 
by covering the inert landfill debris 
with soil, grading it for drainage, and 
planting a native seed mix.

Fort Carson now hosts a 12-acre 
array on the former landfill. The 
solar modules will produce electricity 
efficiently for 40 years. The array will 
generate 3,200 megawatt-hours of power 
annually, enough to supply 2.3 percent 
of Fort Carson’s energy consumption, or 
the equivalent of 540 homes.

For more information on how Fort 
Carson harnesses the sun, visit www.
epa.gov/renewableenergyland/docs/
success_fortcarson_co.pdf.

Air Force Base Landfill Trans-
formed. Nellis AFB is a 14,000-acre 
facility located northeast of Las Vegas, 
Nevada. The base’s onsite landfill 
contained debris from building demoli-
tion, paint sludge, wood buildings, and 
other solid waste.

After the landfill was capped, na-
tive soils and groundwater monitoring 
wells were installed. A 2006 environ-
mental impact statement determined 
that the landfill area was suitable for 
housing a solar project.

Working with several private 
sector companies, the U.S. Air Force 
(USAF) developed a solar PV system 
powerful enough to provide a quarter 
of the entire base’s energy needs. The 
solar PV system consists of 72,416 

solar panels, covering 140 acres and 
generating 14 MW.

Constructing the solar PV system 
on this former landfill allowed Nellis 
AFB to benefit and transform land 
that could have remained vacant for 
decades. The solar PV system saves the 
USAF an estimated $1 million annually, 
and it reduces carbon dioxide emis-
sions by 24,000 tons each year.

For more information on the Nellis 
AFB, visit www.epa.gov/renewableen-
ergyland/docs/success_nellis_nv.pdf.

More Online Information
For more information regarding the 
initiative, RE-Powering America’s Land: 
Siting Renewable Energy on Potentially 
Contaminated Land and Mine Sites, or 
EPA and NREL’s research related to 
siting solar facilities on landfills, visit 
www.epa.gov/renewableenergyland, or 
contact cleanenergy@epa.gov. 
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land. Through its RE-Powering America’s Land: Siting Renewable Energy on 
Potentially Contaminated Land and Mine Sites initiative, EPA identified more 
than 11,000 EPA tracked sites and nearly 15 million acres that have potential 
for developing solar, wind, biomass, and geothermal facilities.

Using potentially contaminated land and mine sites to develop renewable 
energy facilities can preserve greenfields, provide developers with access to 
existing infrastructure, create jobs, and enable potentially contaminated property 
to return to a productive and sustainable use. For more information on EPA’s 
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LEFT: At Fort Carson, a 2 MW 
solar PV facility is sited on a15-acre 
decommissioned landfill.

RigHT: At Nellis Air Force Base, a 14 MW 
solar PV facility covers 140 acres, including 
the 33-acre capped landfill.
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OrganizatiOnS

For nearly a decade, we’ve helped governments 
and nonprofit organizations strengthen their 
service. How can we help you?

  Organizational Development
  Organizational Assessment   
  Community Engagement
  Executive Search  
  Financial Planning
  And more

info@thenovakconsultinggroup.com  513-221-0500 
Contact Philip Schaenman, President, TriData Division
3601 Wilson Boulevard, Arlington VA 22201 (703) 351-8300 

www.sysplan.com/capabilities/fire ems/index.html#capabilities

• Deployment and overtime analysis
• Best global practices for increasing productivity
• Performance measurement
• Consolidation studies
• Building bridges/cultural competency
• Emergency management and preparedness
• Post-incident analysis• Post-incident analysis
• Data analysis

Fire, Police, EMS, and Emergency 
Management Studies

A Division of

SYSTEM PLANNING CORPORATION

TriData

KEMP CONSULTING was formed to provide needed consulting services 
to municipal governments. These services include those that relate to 
state-of-the-art financial management practices, including:

Details of Roger Kemp’s background and professional skills are 
highlighted on his website. Dr. Kemp has experience as a city man-
ager in politically, economically, and ethnically diverse communi-
ties. Call or e-mail for a brochure.

Kemp Consulting, LLC
Roger L. Kemp, PhD, ICMA-CM – President
P. O. Box 342, Meriden, CT 06450-0342
PH 203.686.0281       FX 203.265.2746    
rlkbsr@snet.net       www.rogerlkemp.com

•   User Fees and Charges Review

•   Financial Management 
Studies

•   Budget Reduction Reviews

•   Financial Policy Reviews

•   Consolidation Studies

•   Management Briefings

•   Capital Projects Planning

•   Presentations and Speeches

•   Enterprise Fund Reviews

•   Other Special Assignments

•   Cutback Management 
Methods

•   Retainer Services

BYOB Balance Your Own Budget!

reacH YoUr MarKeT
As the membership magazine of ICMA, a premier local government 
leadership and management organization, PM reaches more than 
9,500 local government decisionmakers around the world. Advertising 
in PM puts your message in front of the top appointed official in local 
government—the city or county manager, as well as department heads 
and assistant chief administrative officers, who are all dedicated to 
improving quality of life in their communities.

For advertising information, contact Fox Associates, 1-800-440-0232 
or e-mail adinfo.icma@foxrep.com
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short story  |  televised meetings

By AARON BIBRO

Real WoRld, InvolvIng 
the toWnshIp ManageR
When meetings are television shows

AAron BiBro 
Robinson Township Manager 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
abibro@townshipofrobinson.com

When I was in my early twenties, 
I applied to be a cast member 
on MTV’s long-running reality 

show, Real World. I was quickly notified 
that someone else had already filled the 
slot of the middle-class, all-American, 
average guy. What I didn’t realize at the 
time was that 12 years later I would find 
myself on a much different kind of reality 
show—local government meetings.

For the past two and a half years, 
I have served as an assistant town-
ship manager and, later, as township 
manager in a thriving community 
west of Pittsburgh that televises three 
monthly meetings—workshop-caucus 
meetings, regular board of commission-
ers meetings, and planning commission 
meetings. Because of their popularity, it 
wouldn’t shock me if in a few years I’ll 
be televised drafting memos in my office.

Although our township’s reality shows 
aren’t quite as diverse as what you will 
see on MTV, the fights can be as explosive 
and occasionally as entertaining.

Forewarned
While earning my master’s degree 
in public administration at Villanova 
University, I listened in class to my 
professors and local government 
managers describing some of the unique 
challenges one faces when managing a 
community that believes in the impor-
tance of televised meetings. I didn’t 
exactly understand what that meant until 
I attended my first meeting as a newly 
hired assistant manager.

I began my current tenure in July 
2009, four months before an upcoming 
municipal election in which three of the 
five seats for commissioner were being 
contested. I sat in the audience as the 
township manager introduced me to the 
community and read aloud my résumé—

which included AmeriCorps volunteer, 
constituent services representative for 
a Pennsylvania state senator, master’s 
degree, and several internships—and I 
felt somewhat confident that I had the 
necessary combination of experience and 
skill to become a valuable asset to the 
township administration.

I was quickly brought back down to 
earth as I sat through the next 20 min-
utes of the residents’ comments portion 
of the meeting, cringing as the township 
manager was getting bashed for hiring 
someone without this, or someone 
without enough of that. Even though 
this was my first public meeting in this 
community, I had attended dozens of 
local government meetings elsewhere 
while working in different capacities 
throughout my career and I had never 
experienced anything quite like this.

Almost four hours later when the 
meeting finally ended, feeling as if I 
had just left the ring with Mike Tyson, 
I was quickly brought up to speed 
by the township manager regarding 
the dynamics of the local political 
landscape and the heightened tension 
caused by the approaching election. 
The next three board meetings had 
more of the same—candidates and 
friends of candidates on the attack. 
After the election, however, the subse-
quent meetings were attended by only 
a handful of loyal constituents.

The Good and the Bad
I found from personal research that both 
positive and negative effects of televis-
ing local government meetings have 
been debated in communities across 
the country. Critics argue that television 
leads to longer and less productive meet-
ings and creates an environment that is 
not conducive to creativity and long-term 

planning. They say that the meetings are 
often filled with posturing and theatrics. 
Proponents argue that televising creates 
transparency, accountability, and allows 
taxpayers to be closer to and more 
informed about the inner workings of 
their government.

While working in a televised 
community for the past two years, my 
biases against the medium have been 
confirmed during every meeting that is 
filled with negativity and divisiveness. 
I also have been surprised, though, to 
discover several benefits of incorporating 
television into local government.

The township is able to use the 
community channel to help promote 
its local events and fundraisers and 
provide emergency updates and com-
municate other relevant information 
to the residents at a low cost. And, 
despite my assumption that people 
would rather watch Monday Night Foot-

ball or The Bachelor instead of council 
meetings, the feedback I receive after 
the meetings is at times overwhelming. 
Calls come from residents who have 
questions and comments—both posi-
tive and negative—after they watch the 
meetings at home.

Since I’m a lifelong fan of reality 
television (stop judging me!), I envision 
each month incorporating a different 
popular reality show’s theme into the 
township’s meetings, including shows 
like Dancing with a Commissioner, 
Township Idol, or maybe Manager Swap. 
I only hope that on the month that the 
theme is Survivor, I don’t get voted out 
of the township. 
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