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A lot can be learned from the 
choices that local government 
managers and staff make as they 

navigate the challenges of their work 
day. On the ethics front, some of those 
choices just make us want to ask, “You 
did what?”

Here are five quick scenarios based 
on recent headlines or cases reported 
to ICMA that definitely serve up some 
important lessons:

  
Facebook is not private. The now for-
mer human relations director of a county 
learned this lesson after posting several 
work-related comments on her personal 
Facebook page. The most notable of 
which were these two: “Btw, obviously, 
I do not want anyone to know I am able 
to get into the county’s cell info,” and 
“And for goodness sake, all of us have 
got to remember (esp. my boss!) that we 
cannot trust commissioners!!”

There is perhaps another lesson to 
be learned here. Don’t trash the orga-
nization’s leadership, as it is not at all 
constructive in the effort to build good 
working relationships between elected 
officials and staff.    

E-mail isn’t private either. Using his city 
e-mail account, a department director 
kept in contact with a councilmember 
and candidate for mayor from his former 
city. In addition to offering advice on 
how to manage the city, the department 
director criticized the performance of the 
city manager.

In one e-mail, the department director 
said that he hoped that after the elec-
tion the new council would terminate 
the manager. The councilmember sent 
the department director one of the city 
manager’s e-mail exchanges with council.

The department director forwarded 
the e-mail to the mayoral candidate 
with the note that the city manager’s 

response was “insubordination and 
should be added to the list of actions to 
justify termination for just cause.” The 
e-mails were disclosed as part of a public 
records request and submitted to ICMA 
as documentation of an alleged ethics 
violation. This department director was 
publicly censured by ICMA and barred 
from rejoining the association. 

Secrecy is a long-odds strategy without 
a safety net. While serving as the lead 
negotiator for a local government during 
contract discussions, a staff member 
engaged in an undisclosed romantic 
relationship with the lead negotiator for 
the union. When the relationship was 
finally disclosed, the fallout—including 
termination of the staff member—was 
harmful to all involved.

Sitting on the sidelines, this ending 
was easy to call. After all, there are no 
secrets in city hall.  

If the deal sounds too good to be true, 
it’s probably fraud. A county manager 
paid $900 in a cash transaction with the 
county IT director to obtain four iPhones 
and one iPad for personal use and as 
gifts for family members. The manager 
thought all was fine because the county 
had a past practice of allowing employ-
ees to piggyback on county contracts.

And how was this different from 
the other discounts offered to public 
employees by various service provid-
ers? Plus, the opportunity to purchase 
equipment for personal use through the 
county’s contracts was not limited to just 
the manager. The IT director would an-
nounce the opportunity at staff meetings.

It turned out, however, that the IT di-
rector charged the equipment purchases 
designated for personal use back to the 
county and kept the employee payments. 
The manager’s $900 “deal” cost the 
county $2,400.

According to media reports, a prior 
audit had recommended that the organi-
zation segregate the equipment ordering 
and receiving functions, a checks-and-
balance approach that, if heeded, might 
have prevented the fraud.    

A ship with no captain will run 
aground. Google the words “Dixon 
Illinois embezzlement.” It may be the 
single largest episode of municipal fraud 
in the most unlikely of places.

Dixon is a community of 16,000 
residents with an annual general operat-
ing budget in the range of $10 million. 
The former comptroller was sentenced 
this year to serve 20 years in prison for 

embezzling $53 million from the town 
over the course of 20 years.

Dixon operated under a commission 
form of government with part-time 
elected officials overseeing local govern-
ment operations. There was no fulltime 
manager on site.

Over time, the comptroller was given 
or allowed to assume the function of 
treasurer as well. The basic managerial 
oversight and segregation of duties that 
would serve to reduce the risk of fraud 
was simply not in place. 

Real world examples described here 
can serve to remind us all to give serious 
consideration to our conduct. Would our 
conduct elicit this “They did what?” 
response from our peers? 

MArthA PErEgo 
Ethics Director, ICMA 
Washington, D.C. 
mperego@icma.org

By Martha Perego

You DiD What? 
Making ethics choices
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on point  | leadership challenges

What has been a difficult and challenging 
moment in your career, and hoW did that 
experience transform you as a leader?

Paul arevalo

City Manager
West Hollywood, California
parevalo@weho.org

I began working for the 
city of West Hollywood, 
a progressive city with a 
significant number of gay 
and lesbian employees, in 
the early 1990s. This was at 
the height of the AIDS/HIV 
pandemic, and I was quickly 
immersed in dealing with 
the devastating effects of the 
disease. It was with tragic 
regularity that we would lose 
employees and city residents 
to the illness.

City hall staff supported 
each other as a family, both 
in living with the illness and 
in creating a support network 
as we lost our friends.

Initially, I was not 
prepared to deal with the 
crisis, but I was fortunate to 
learn from a caring com-
munity, which over the years  
witnessed both tragedy and 
heroic efforts to support one 
and another.

This early experience 
shaped me to be a 
compassionate leader. 

SuSan Steele

Township Manager
Half Moon Township, 
Pennsylvania
manager@halfmoontwp.us

The most challenging mo-
ment of my career is when 
the wishes of elected officials 
are not necessarily the same 
as those of the majority of 
residents.

I have seen this happen 
various times throughout 
my management career. 
The challenge is that I must 
implement what elected 
officials request, but once 
this is done and residents 
feel it is inconsistent with 
their desires, they blame the 
manager. The result is that, in 
turn, elected officials blame 
the manager and the staff 
when opposition occurs.

I learned to do the 
research, make the recom-
mendation in writing to the 
elected officials, and then if 
controversy arises, there is 
written documentation on the 
recommendation.

This approach seems to 
work well with officials and 
agrees with the system of 
checks and balances.

BarBara MatthewS, 

ICMa-CM

City Manager
Rockville, Maryland
bmatthews@rockvillemd.gov

Approximately two months 
into my first assistant man-
ager’s job, the city manager 
was terminated for refusing to 
fire a high-level management 
staff member. I was asked 
by the city council to be the 
acting city manager and was 
faced with the same deci-
sion that had resulted in my 
former boss’s termination. 

As I was only 25 years 
old at the time, the possibility 
of being fired so early in my 
career was a bit daunting. I 
was fortunate to have had 
the ethical example of the 
former manager to follow 
and the sound advice of my 
father who told me: “There 
are worse things in life than 
losing your job.”

 I kept my job after also 
refusing to fire the staff 
member. This experience 
brought home the tough deci-
sions that local government 
managers have to make. And 
I’ve always remembered my 
former boss’s sage advice to 
keep two words in mind as I 
went forward in my career—
severance agreement.

ChrIS KuKulSKI, ICMa-CM

City Manager
Bozeman, Montana
ckukulski@bozeman.net

This past year I had half of 
my director team in transi-
tion. Having the good fortune 
of managing a growing city, I 
never thought to slow down. 
We continued moving full 
speed ahead on accomplish-
ing the city commission’s 
many priorities.

I knew my leadership 
resources had diminished but 
failed to step back, reassess, 
and establish a clear new 
direction until late in the year.

As the organization’s 
leader, I gained new apprecia-
tion for matching expectations 
and resources and the need 
to clearly communicate when 
the reevaluation of priorities 
and resources is necessary 
for the overall health of the 
organization.
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can help communities shape development and 
make land use decisions that are equitable, 
healthy, and sustainable for all residents.

 icma.org/equitable_development

ProviDing a 
roaD MaP for 
DEcEntralization
Recommendations for strengthening the municipal 
finance system in Lebanon, developed in part by 

members participating in a World Bank-funded ICMA project, were 
incorporated into a draft decentralization law at the national level.

 icma.org/lebanon

stratEgic 
Planning 
lEssons
Need help developing a strate-
gic plan? Examine what Albany, 
Oregon, has planned for its future, 
including goals and measurable 
objectives.

 icma.org/strategic_albany

2
3

4

WoulD you 
ratHEr 

tElEcoMMutE?
Is telecommuting right for your local government? 

Here are resources that can help 
managers evaluate the benefits and the pitfalls. 

 icma.org/telecommute_benefits1
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nity members.
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lem solving and navigate the 
challenges of local government 
management.
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L
ocal governments 
throughout the United 
States and many of the 
world’s democracies are 
struggling to adapt to a 
paradigm shift—one that 

is resetting the roles and responsibilities 
of local governments, residents, and 
the private sector in how communities 
govern themselves. In the United States, 
disruptions to public services reached 
crisis proportions following the 2008 col-
lapse in the housing market and global 
financial meltdown. Fiscal instability 
continues to plague many U.S. local and 
state governments.

The impact of these changing condi-
tions is compounded by a half-century 
trend of local government, education, 
and community civic institutions becom-
ing more task- and service-oriented, as 
well as organizational cultures becoming 
increasingly hierarchical, narrow in 
scope, and expert defined.

As a result, local community gover-
nance and public problem solving have 
become more detached from the ordinary 
citizen. This has led to more limited and 
fragmented public roles for residents, 
while at the same time, greatly diminish-
ing the capacities of communities to 
collectively take action on the issues that 
confront them.

In dealing with the local impacts 
of national and global issues and the 
myriad other problems confronting local 
governments, managers must do so in 
a public policy context more frequently 
characterized by widely dispersed 
expertise in the community, rapidly 
expanding social media platforms and 
venues for sharing information and 
opinions, more organized and active 
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advocacy groups, more incivility in 
public discourse, and a declining public 
trust in government.

“Wicked” Problems
The difficult issues and challenging envi-
ronments confronting local governments 
result in managers operating more and 
more in the realm of what may be called 
wicked problems: complex, interdepen-
dent issues that lack a clear problem 
definition and involve the conflicting 
perspectives of multiple stakeholders.

Solutions to these problems are not 
right or wrong, only better or worse. 
Wicked problems rarely yield to a 
linear approach in which problems are 
defined, analyzed, and addressed in a 
sequential and orderly fashion.

Rather, the most effective strategies 
appear to be more open-ended and 
focused on producing ongoing collabora-
tion and engagement with all stakehold-
ers, including community residents and 
nongovernmental organizations, to find 
the most acceptable solution.

While collaboration and engage-
ment are suggested as an appropriate 
approach to wicked problems, to many 
this represents a challenge that is wicked 
in and of itself. Many managers simply 
don’t know where to begin, how to plan 
effective programs for engagement, how 
to measure their efforts, or where to turn 
for resources and assistance.  

Emerging Engagement Strategies
Ray Kingsbury, cofounder of the 
Montgomery, Ohio, Citizens’ Leadership 
Academy, believes it is essential for local 
government to take a more robust ap-
proach to engagement—one that empow-
ers residents to take action, rebuilds trust 
with local government, and ”harvests the 
experience dividend” that residents bring 
to public problem solving.

Billed as the “Coolest Civics Class 
You’ll Ever Take,” the Montgomery 
Leadership Academy takes a different 
twist on the traditional local government 
citizens’ academy by minimizing the use 
of organizational charts and PowerPoint 
presentations to describe what city and 

county departments do. Instead, Mont-
gomery’s 10-session academy engages 
participants in conversations about 
aspirations for their communities and 
creating opportunities for participants, 
officials, and staff to work together on 
community issues and projects.

Kingsbury issues a challenge to man-
agers saying, “Local government leaders 
need to understand that government is 
not the epicenter, but rather a subset of 
the community,” adding that successful 
and positive community engagement 
requires local governments to move from:
•	 Directive to facilitative leadership.
•	 Monologue to dialogue.
•	 Customer service to collaboration and 

co-creation.
•	 Distrust to trust.
•	 Entitlement to ownership.

In her book Bringing Citizen Voices 

to the Table: A Guide for Public Manag-

ers,1 Carolyn Lukensmeyer explores the 
concept of shared responsibility for civic 
engagement and identifies three essential 
roles to ensure that engagement becomes 
the mechanism through which  local 
government business is accomplished:
•	 Residents need to have to embrace an 

active role in their communities and 
demand that they be given authentic 
opportunities to participate on a 
regular basis.

•	 Elected officials need to ensure op-
portunities for civic participation.

•	 Public managers need to embed 
citizen engagement in the work of the 
local government.

The Alliance for Innovation white 
paper Connected Communities: Local 

Government as a Partner in Citizen 

Engagement and Community Building 
(see Endnotes for website link) discusses 
how local governments can be active 
contributors and facilitators for meaning-
ful resident engagement.

The report draws a distinction 
between exchange activities that provide 
information, build transparency, invite 
input and survey opinion, and  engage-

ment activities that move involvement 
to a higher level of interaction and 
provide opportunities for residents and 
officials “to listen to and learn from 
each other and to work together over 
time to address issues or problems they 
feel are important.”2

The report concludes that “citizen en-
gagement focuses on revitalizing democ-
racy, building citizenship, and reinforcing 
a sense of community, and it cannot be 
equated with one-way exchanges between 
government and citizens.”3

The International Association for 
Public Participation (IAP2) offers the 
Public Participation Spectrum that 
further elaborates on the distinction 
between exchanges with citizens and 
citizen engagement, identifying five 
levels of interactions ranging from 
simply informing citizens to fully em-

powering them to make decisions. With 
each increasing type of interaction, the 
potential impact of the public participa-
tion on the actual decision increases.

The IAP2 spectrum advocates for 
local governments to identify the objec-

While collaboration and 
engagement are suggested 
as an appropriate approach 
to problems, to many it 
represents a challenge that  
is wicked in and of itself.
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tive of the engagement activity and the 
promise it intends to make to its citizens. 
It further concludes that not all resident 
engagement is the same, and the design 
and format of the engagement needs to 
be matched to purpose and intended 
outcomes of the engagement activity.

Bridging the “Engagement Gaps”
For most local governments, an effective 
civic engagement strategy will likely 
incorporate multiple levels of interaction 
described in the IAP2 Spectrum (see 
Figure 1). Not all participants will choose 
to engage at the highest level chosen; 
some will engage at lower levels based on 
their interest and available time.

In a collaborative approach, for 
example, some citizens will participate 
directly as members of a working group, 
still more will attend workshops or 
meetings (likely the “Involve” level, 
Figure 1), others will share input online 
(“Consult”), and even more stay con-
nected through media and websites but 
not provide input (“Inform”).

Thus, local governments are 
required to use a variety of approaches 
that will effectively engage a wide 
range of stakeholders where they wish 
to participate, while at the same time 
encouraging the interactions to shift 
from simple “exchanges with citizens” 
to  more robust “citizen engagement.”

Regardless of the approaches 
taken, author Matt Leighninger of the 
Deliberative Democracy Consortium4 
warns of typical gaps that can lessen the 
effectiveness or even derail engagement 
strategies. These gaps include: 
•	 The lack of cross-sector plans or 

structures that embed and sustain 
engagement.

•	 The need for tracking, measuring, and 
assessing participation.

•	 The use of online engagement that 
supports and complements face-to-face 
opportunities.

•	 The need to bring a diversity of view-
points and backgrounds to the table.

A local government manager should 
be aware of the potential presence of the 

gaps in their community’s civic engage-
ment strategy. Addressing the potential 
for them begins with a commitment to 
planning and measuring various mean-
ingful engagement opportunities (both 
online and face-to-face) for people across 
all sectors of their community.

Opportunities need to be created 
where community members can expect 
the chance to listen to one another, to 
compare values and experiences, and to 
make the decision to become engaged, 
ultimately feeling that their opinions and 
actions make a difference.

Moving Forward With Engagement
The Connected Communities report con-
cludes that engagement is both the right 
and smart thing for local governments 
to do, and in the current environment of 
reduced resources and wicked problems, 
should be looked at as a mandatory skill 
for managers—and something they must 
learn to do well.

There is no single best way to 
achieve engagement or one technique 

or format that serves all engagement 
purposes. Recent public engagement 
research from a variety of sources,5 
however, consistently suggests similar 
types of strategies for any engage-
ment effort.

Building upon these research 
findings, here are 10 suggestions that 
managers should consider in building 
an effective engagement strategy for 
their communities:
1. Take stock of what you are already do-

ing, distinguishing between exchange 

and engagement efforts.
2. Assess how receptive your organiza-

tion is to initiatives from commu-
nity groups and to what extent your 
organizational culture supports civic 
engagement.

3. Work with your elected officials to 
convene a community conversation 
on engagement to hear from resi-
dents how they wish to be involved 
in shaping community life and how 
local government could contribute 
to meeting their aspirations.

SCHOOL OF

PUBLIC
POLICY

THE ART OF THE 
PUBLIC-PRIVATE DEAL

UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND  
SCHOOL OF PUBLIC POLICY

A series of new programs that provide critical skills to ensure that the public  
interest is served in complex public-private ventures and investment transactions

For legislators, policymakers, business development officials, finance directors, 
general managers and others in state, county and municipal government

TWO-DAY COURSES

Ronald Reagan Building 
Washington, DC

October – December 2013

www.publicpolicy.umd.edu/public-private
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4. Identify potential issues that need 
resident engagement and involve-
ment, including new ways staff 
could interact with residents in the 
day-to-day delivery of services.

5. Plan an engagement event by 
matching the purpose and intended 
outcomes with the appropriate 
technique and activity.

6. Actively recruit diverse stakeholder 
groups beyond the “usual suspects” 
who always participate.

7. Provide participants multiple opportu-
nities to compare values and interests 
and articulate self-interests, and 
include opportunities in both large 
forums and small-group discussions.

8. Seek to combine both online and 
face-to-face engagement opportuni-
ties and venues.

9. Design engagement initiatives to 
move from talk to action by identify-
ing tangible goals and desired out-
comes; then, measure your success.

10. Develop an ongoing program in 
partnership with residents and 
community organizations to build 
meaningful engagement and facili-
tate resident problem solving in the 
work of local government.

A Call to Action
While there are a variety of resources 
available that can assist managers in 
developing an engagement strategy 
for their communities, getting started 
can be difficult. In fact, when local 
elected officials were asked in a 2006 
National League of Cities survey6 
about the main obstacles to pursu-
ing engagement activities, the most 
common response was the “lack of 
training.” Many felt that both they 
and staff needed more background 
in how to recruit participants, 
facilitate meetings, frame issues, and 
move from talk to action in engage-
ment settings.

ExchangEs With citizEns citizEn EngagEmEnt

LEvELs of 
ParticiPation 

inform consult involve collaborate Empower

objEctivE Provide the public 
with balanced and 
objective information 
and assist them in 
understanding the 
problems, alternatives 
and/or solutions.

Obtain public feed-
back on analysis, 
alternatives, and/or 
decisions.

To work directly with 
the public throughout 
the process to ensure 
that public concerns 
and aspirations are 
consistently under-
stood and considered.

To partner with the 
public in each aspect of 
the decision, includ-
ing the development 
of alternatives and the 
identification of the 
preferred solution.

To place final decision 
making in the hands of 
the public.

PromisE to 
thE PubLic

We will keep you 
informed.

We will keep you 
informed, listen to 
and acknowledge 
concerns, and 
provide feedback 
on how public input 
influenced the 
decision.

We will work with 
you to ensure that 
your concerns and 
aspirations are directly 
reflected in the alter-
natives developed and 
provide feedback on 
how public input influ-
enced the decision.

We will look to you for 
direct advice and in-
novation in formulating 
solutions and incor-
porate your advice 
and recommendation 
into the decisions to 
the maximum extent 
possible.

We will implement 
what you decide.

ExamPLE 
tooLs

Fact sheets; Websites; 

Open houses.

Public comment; 

Focus groups; 
Surveys;

Public meetings.

Workshops

Deliberative polling.

Citizen Advisory    
Committees;

Consensus building;

Participatory decision 
making.

Citizen juries;

Ballots;

Delegated decisions.

figurE 1. iaP2 PubLic ParticiPation sPEctrum. 

source: International Association for Public Participation (IAP2), www.iap2.org. Used with permission.

Join the CMS 
DiSCuSSion
be part of icma’s conversation 

on civic engagement by visiting 

these websites:

   center for management 

strategies (cms): 

icma.org/managementstrategies.

   cms Knowledge network 

group featuring posted 

reports and documents: 

icma.org/cmsgroup.   

   cms blog, featuring 

commentary by technical 

assistance providers and 

specialists: icma.org/cmsblog.

   civic engagement Knowledge 

network group:  

icma.org/kn/citizenengagement.
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your success.

10. Develop an ongoing program in 
partnership with residents and 
community organizations to build 
meaningful engagement and facili-
tate resident problem solving in the 
work of local government.

A Call to Action
While there are a variety of resourc-
es available that can assist managers 
in developing an engagement strat-
egy for their communities, getting 
started can be difficult. In fact, when 
local elected officials were asked 
in a 2006 National League of Cities 
survey6 about the main obstacles 
to pursuing engagement activities, 
the most common response was the 
“lack of training.” Many felt that 
both they and staff needed more 
background in how to recruit par-
ticipants, facilitate meetings, frame 
issues, and move from talk to action 
in engagement settings.

Toward this end, ICMA’s Center for 
Management Strategies (CMS) and its 
partners, the Alliance for Innovation 
and Arizona State University, have 
completed research into the field of civic 
engagement, identifying both best and 
leading practices as well as key experts 
and practitioners to assist managers in 
implementing effective strategies for 
engagement in their communities.

Key findings of this research,7 suggest:

1.  When done well, citizen engagement 
has been shown to be both the right 
thing to do in terms of promoting 
democracy and community building, 
but also to be the smart thing to do 
in terms of creating better decisions 
and policies, improving civility and 
trust in government, and fostering an 
educated and engaged citizenry.

2.  There is a need for a more comprehen-
sive, intentional, and holistic approach 
to citizen engagement that brings 
together actors and agencies through-
out a municipality, instead of one-shot 
activities that occur in isolation.

One way to begin is by conduct-
ing a comprehensive assessment of 
existing capacities and past strategies 
and experiences. It may be necessary 
to examine and possibly revise current 
legal mandates and existing policies 
and procedures related to engaging 
with the public.

3.  Beyond integrated plans within the 
formal governmental body, it is also 
important to develop cross-sector plans 
that embed and sustain engagement 
throughout communities.

4.  There is a wide range of activities 
and techniques that can be used 
to engage with citizens. Before 
focusing on a particular tool 
or technique, it is important to 
first establish the purpose of the 
particular initiative (why engage?) 
and be clear upfront about the 
“promise to the public” in regard to 
ways that residents can engage and 
what they can reasonably expect 
in terms of how their participation 
will be used (to what end?).

At the end of the day, effective civic 
action and problem solving depends 
on ordinary individuals thinking of 
themselves as productive people who 
hold themselves accountable—people 
who can build things, do things, come 
up with ideas and resources, and be 
bold in their approach. Communities 
need places and spaces where people 
can develop their civic capacities and 
their public lives.

Local governments need to 
recognize the importance of engage-
ment work as well as the need for 
effective plans for engagement and 
ways to measure the results of their 
efforts. The local government manager 
will play a key leadership role in 
achieving these goals. 
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 › Decide early on what 
role the manager will play 
in labor negotiations.

 › Develop a negotiations 
strategy.

 › Understand the financial 
implications of proposals.

 › Learn from your mistakes.

Strong labor relations and communications can offer 
considerable benefits, especially when it comes to contract 
negotiations. Labor negotiations are essential to local government 
management and can create a forum to share the community’s 
vision and goals.

During the past 16 years, I have had the opportunity to directly and 
indirectly negotiate collective bargaining agreements in two Michigan 
communities influenced by the auto industry, the economic decline, 
and the state’s legislative directives. During this time, I have gained 
great insight on what contributes to successful contract negotiations 
and builds better labor relations.

Here are 10 recommended practices for achieving success. > >
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communities influenced by the auto industry, the economic decline, 
and the state’s legislative directives. During this time, I have gained 
great insight on what contributes to successful contract negotiations 
and builds better labor relations.
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CONTRACT 
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1 Do your homework 
and know the law.

Have a solid understanding of state and 
federal labor law. Know what topics are 
considered mandatory or permissive 
subjects of bargaining, how to retain 
flexibility on agreed-upon proposals (ten-
tative agreements), what to do when you 
reach an impasse, and how to implement 
your “last best offer.”

To obtain a better understanding of 
labor law, you could attend seminars and 
workshops, read arbitration awards, and 
converse with your community’s legal 
counsel. Significant knowledge can be 
gained through experience and learning 
from your mistakes.  

2 Develop a strategy 
and understand the 

financial implications. 
When preparing for labor negotiations, 
it is important to develop a strategy on 
what economic and non-economic issues 
are most important to your organization. 
It is also imperative that the commu-
nity’s negotiating team fully analyze its 
position on issues prior to and through-
out negotiations.

Communities often overlook the 
full impact that proposals and tentative 
agreements have on their finances. 
Longevity payments, for example, 
were common in collective bargaining 
agreements and typically represented a 
small annual payment. These payments, 
however, have grown as an overall share 
of labor costs.

When considering cost-containment 
options, the payments are possible 
topics for negotiations. Communities 
typically freeze longevity pay for exist-
ing recipients and eliminate eligibility 
for new employees.

One way of identifying the ele-
ments of the contract that need to be 
modified is to review grievances or 
problems that have developed during 
the past several years. Common issues 
are promotions, holiday pay—espe-
cially for employees required to work 
or on call for an emergency—and more 
recently, layoff procedures.

A manager’s strategy offers a basic 
plan for negotiations but it should not be 
set in stone. Be willing to modify your 
strategy based on counter proposals 
received or how the negotiation process 
is proceeding.  

3 Be prepared to give 
on something.

The art of negotiating is the ability 
to compromise, which requires both 
parties to modify initial offers and 
demands. You and your team must 
understand the bottom line and be 

prepared to withdraw other issues. It is 
typical for negotiating teams to submit 
a laundry list of non-economic and 
economic issues for negotiations.

Non-economic issues generally 
require an open discussion on opera-
tional needs and the reasons behind the 
proposal. These discussions can lead 
to improved procedures and enhanced 
communication. Economic issues are 
typically the heart of negotiations.

Employers attempt to maintain 
consistent benefits, while unions attempt 
to address their unit’s individual needs. 
The ability to compromise is the key to 
successful negotiations.

 4     Keep the players 
the same.  

It is important that the negotiating 
team members remain the same. You, 
as the manager, will need to decide 

early on whether you plan to play 
a direct or indirect role in negotia-
tions. If you elect to play an indirect 
role, you should be prepared to offer 
opening comments and to set the 
stage, including communicating that 
the community’s chief negotiator is 
empowered to make decisions.

Then empower that person to make 
the necessary decisions regarding modi-
fications to proposals and live with the 
changes. You may find value in schedul-
ing periodic meetings with your chief 
negotiator to act as a sounding board. 

Likewise, it is important for the union 
to have its negotiating team remain 
unchanged. Negotiations are slowed 
when players change.  

5 Make it a priority.
Labor negotiations occur every two 

to four years. At least six months prior to 
contract expiration, you should commence 
negotiations for a successor agreement.

Once contract negotiations begin, 
it is vital for you or your negotiation 
team to dedicate the necessary time 
and energy to reach agreement. You 
should be prepared to meet regularly—
multiple times a week, if necessary—to 
remain on schedule.

During negotiations on economic 
matters, meetings may need to be 
farther apart to ensure you allow enough 
time for financial analysis as it may be 
required in making sound proposals and 

counter proposals. Making yourself avail-
able will ensure negotiations progress.

6 Be professional 
and respectful.

Labor negotiations have the potential 
to become personal, especially with 
heightened frustrations and in light of 
difficult economic times. You will need 
to ensure the parties remain professional 
and respectful.

Setting ground rules at the 
beginning of negotiations is helpful. 
You should request a break or caucus 
when it appears tempers are flaring 
or reschedule the negotiations when 
progress appears unlikely. Keep in mind 
the importance of maintaining long-
term positive labor relations. Allowing 
negotiations to get personal will only 
delay achieving your goal.

7 Hold your ground. 
There will be certain topics (e.g., 

organizational restructuring) that you 
will propose to ensure the long-term 
financial health of your community. 
You should share those issues with your 
union(s) and clearly explain why you 
believe the matter is difficult to modify.

The community is not required 
to move from every position it takes; 
however, it is required to listen to the 
union on concerns it may have with 
regard to the implementation of the 
matter and address any valid concerns, 
especially ones that could affect 
working conditions. Employers should 
be prepared to “hold their ground” on 
proposed policy changes.

8 Lead by example.
When pursuing reduction in labor 

costs, you should lead by example. You 
must firmly believe in the change you 
are attempting to implement (e.g., a new 
health plan, a modified retirement pro-
gram) because it is vital to the long-term 
financial health of the community.

As such, you should demonstrate your 
commitment by reflecting those changes 
in an employment contract or benefit 
schedule. When you  lead by example, 

you remove the long-standing claim that 
management is unwilling to live by the 
same terms as front-line employees.  

9 Build relationships.
The most important element to 

labor negotiations is a strong relation-
ship with the unions. Open and honest 
communication is instrumental in 
building trust and the foundation for 
these relationships.

The trust and communication must 
extend beyond contact negotiations. It is 
okay to “agree to disagree” with the union 
and still maintain the strong relationship. 

10  Explain your 
  proposals to 

educate and engage. 
One of the most overlooked causes of 
failed negotiations is a lack of under-
standing of the issues. It is imperative 
that the community’s negotiating team 
fully explain its proposals and why it is 
necessary to seek the change in contract 
terms. You should invite the primary 

stakeholders into negotiations to be a 
part of the discussions on a particular 
proposal that may impact operations.

Likewise, it is just as important for 
the union to explain its position and for 
you and your team to fully understand 
what would be accomplished if the 
proposed language is accepted. Failure to 
fully understand the issues could cause 
frustrations; result in grievances; and, 
ultimately, damage relationships. 

As I advanced to larger organizations 
during my career, I learned to rely 
heavily on the human resource director 
to negotiate contracts but also to remain 
supportive of the process and committed 
to these practices. I hope these 10 
practices assist you and your negotiating 
team in achieving increased success and 
improved labor relations. 

RoBERt BELLEMAn, ICMA-CM, is 
controller/chief administrative officer, 
Saginaw County, Michigan 
(rbelleman@saginawcounty.com).

One of the most overlooked 
causes of failed negotiations is 
a lack of understanding of the 
issues. It is imperative that the 
community’s negotiating team 
fully explain its proposals and 
why it is necessary to seek the 
change in contract terms.  
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Middletown has made this exciting turnaround pos-
sible by developing substantial public-private partnerships 
throughout the community. The past five years have seen 
a flurry of activity on the part of local officials, residents, 
businesses, business groups, and educational institutions. 
These new partnerships have given local officials new 
latitude to attack problems that have been systemic in 
Middletown for years. 

Minding Medical Needs
The first of these significant partnerships began with 
selecting and developing the location for what would 
become the Atrium Medical Center. This medical center 
alone represented a $195 million investment, and the sur-
rounding medical campus represented a total investment 
of $300 million.

After completion of the medical center it became nec-
essary to ensure the stability of staffing it. This prompted 
Middletown, the Warren County Port Authority, Miami 
University, Cincinnati State Technical and Community 
College, Warren County Career Center, and Atrium Medical 
Center to all partner together to create the $7.6 million 
Greentree Health Science Academy, which first opened its 
doors in August 2011.

This academy allows nearly 700 high school to 
undergraduate students at different academic institutions 
to receive training for a career in health care while gaining 
real world experience. At the same time, Greentree reduces 
the costs of operations by sharing a single facility among 
several institutions.

Greentree has been a success, and Middletown was 
recently recognized for its involvement in the project by 
being awarded the 2013 Ohio City/County Management 
Association’s Community Partnership Award. More than 150 
Greentree students have completed their clinicals at Atrium 
Medical Center. Today, Greentree ensures that Atrium Medi-
cal Center is well staffed and that Middletown-area residents 
have a new avenue in the pursuit of social mobility.

Cultivating the Arts
The city continued to pursue new partnerships with the 
creation of the Pendleton Art Center (PAC) in downtown 
Middletown, helping to fund and renovate the building 
site that would eventually become the center. The building 
where PAC is located sat vacant for nearly 20 years.

Recognizing that this building could be an asset rather 
than a liability, the city, supported by community mem-
bers and arts activists, partnered in 2010 with The Verdin 
Company, a 170-year-old maker of bronze clocks and bells, 
to bring PAC to Middletown. This art center features studio 
space for nearly 80 local artists and galleries.

With its grand opening in April 2011, PAC is open to 
the public the first Friday and Saturday of each month. 
These public events allow residents and visitors to view and 
purchase high-quality and locally produced works of art.

In fact, the entire downtown area comes alive for First 
Fridays and Second Look Saturdays, which feature special 
monthly events that average nearly 2,000 visitors. Middle-
town’s already strong arts community, along with PAC, now 
serve as economic drivers for the downtown area.

Middletown, ohio, is located midway between Cincinnati 
and Dayton. It has faced systemic problems generated from 
the loss of manufacturing jobs and a mismatch between 
area workforce skills and local employer demands. In 2008, 
the city was infamously declared by Forbes magazine to be 
among the fastest-dying cities in the nation. Since that time it 
has witnessed a remarkable change in course.

Takeaways

 › Innovative methods can allow 
local governments to leverage 
public-private partnerships to foster 
new outlets for local economic 
development opportunities.

 › Public-private partnerships are al-
lowing local governments new ways 
to target their revitalization efforts.

 › Localities can aide job growth in 
their region by using public-private 
partnerships to prime their area 
workforce for business investment.

Meet Me
in the

How one city partnered 
for a brighter future
By Judith Gilleland and Noah Powers

MiddlE
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Opening a New Branch Campus
Although Middletown has a number of 
public-private partnerships on which to 
hang its proverbial hat, the most recent 
may be the most impressive. On August 
29, 2012, the new branch campus of 
Cincinnati State Technical and Com-
munity College opened its doors in 
downtown Middletown, making it the 
first and only community college in 
Butler County, Ohio.

Cincinnati State joins Miami University 
as the second provider of higher education 
in Middletown, assuring the availability 

of educational opportunities to students 
from a wide array of backgrounds and at 
different levels of education.

The opening of the college in August 
2012 was the culmination of a four-year 
partnership between Middletown and 
Cincinnati State. This partnership had 
its inception when a local businessman 
approached the Cincinnati State president 
about conducting some of the school’s 
operations in Middletown.

Later, the partnership began to fully 
develop in October 2010 when the Cincin-
nati State board of trustees agreed to begin 

negotiations with the city on locating a 
branch campus in downtown Middletown.

The city’s elected officials were 
prepared to walk hand-in-hand with 
Cincinnati State to make certain that 
every step toward opening the new 
branch campus would be successful. In 
order to help accommodate the facility 
needs of a college campus, Middletown 
agreed to acquire several properties 
without a signed agreement with the 
university to ensure their availability. 
This was a risk worth taking, and the 
city believed in the vision.

In preparing the new facilities, Cincin-
nati State decided to work with Higher 
Education Partners, Inc., a Massachusetts-
based company that provides capital 
start-up costs so that community colleges 
can fund new infrastructure and facilities. 
The company agreed to acquire and man-
age the new branch campus facilities, and 
Middletown remained closely involved 
to make sure all the necessary properties 
were obtained.

The city sold one of the buildings 
it had acquired to the company and 
donated a second building. These build-
ings were capable of handling Cincinnati 
State’s needs and what it was planning 
to accomplish.

The college was one of only two of 
Ohio’s 61 colleges to see an increase 
in enrollment this past year. The 
Middletown campus saw more than 350 
students attend classes in its inaugural 
semester. Of these students, 247 were 
completely new to the Cincinnati State 
community. This was a positive first step 
for the continued development of Cincin-
nati State Middletown.

Gearing Up for More Growth
The enrollment figure is expected to 
increase significantly over the next 
several years until the campus reaches 
an enrollment of nearly 3,000 students. 
This increase in downtown traffic from 
local students should help to drive 
additional growth in the area, particularly 
for restaurants and small shops.

Cincinnati State offers students 13 
associate degrees and five certification 
programs, which span a wide variety of 
interests including accounting technol-
ogy, criminal justice, social work, 
business management technology, 
public safety technology and others, 
along with several health care-related 
courses. Certificates can be earned in 
such areas as paralegal, medical coding, 
human services, and others.

Cincinnati State also offers training 
through its workforce development 
program, which currently has a training 
agreement with AK Steel, one of the 
city’s largest employers. The college 

plans to expand the role of its workforce 
development program at the Middletown 
campus, thereby increasing the college’s 
exposure to the business community.

This will help the college to fulfill its 
goal of gearing its programs to meet the 
needs of local businesses. By accomplish-
ing this goal, the college will be able to 
generate highly employable graduates 
with skills that match the demands of 
local employers, priming the Middletown 
area workforce for future growth.

Cincinnati State’s new downtown 
home near the Pendleton Art Center 
and the nationally known BeauVerre 
Riordan Stained Glass Studio are 
expected to increase the profile and 

attractiveness of the city’s urban core. 
These institutions provide a foundation 
to support new and developing busi-
nesses of all sorts.

In the coming months, the downtown 
area expects to see restaurants and other 
local businesses take root. With future 
projects already in the works, the redevel-
opment of downtown Middletown is off 
to a fast start! 

The new public-private partnerships 
have given local officials new 
latitude to attack problems that 
have been systemic in Middletown 
for years.
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Opening a New Branch Campus
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downtown Middletown, making it the 
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commentary  |  new perspectives

By GArIN GIACoMArro

GettinG to Know 
Generation Y
Instead of clashing head-on, learn the language of this 
new wave of workers

I ’m slouching down in my chair, eyes 
intent on the floor, as I try to shrink 
away from my current situation. On 

the projector screen in front of me and 
40 of my newly met colleagues is a popu-
lar online video that is primarily made 
up of questions posed by an off‐screen 
individual and the answers of current 
college students.

The room is howling in laughter. 
These wide-eyed 18- and 19-year-olds 
are expecting to make how much 
in their first job? They expect to be 
promoted when? They got that degree 
and expect to find an actual job? I weep 
for future generations.

These interviews are slowly phased 
out by the more reasonable, middle-aged 
managers who are stating plainly what 
they expect. “If your job starts at 9 a.m. 
and that’s when you arrive, you’re late.” 
The whole room nods in agreement. “It’s 
not about doing what you want or what 
interests you. It’s about being produc-
tive.” Universal agreement rings out.

Understanding the Disconnect
The video ends and the room as a whole 
moves on in conversation. I, on the other 
hand, can’t shake the experience. Are 
people my age really that bad? Is there 
something inherently wrong with those 

who have never known a Reagan presi-
dency or why Michael Jackson was such 
a big deal? I first feel embarrassed, then 
defensive, and finally contemplative. 
Where is this disconnect coming from?

I have so often heard the near-uni-
versal assessment that people entering 
the workforce these days are both lazy 
and entitled. Once they get to a point in 
their career, they expect to be handed 
the reward for it and for their subse-
quent work to be directed at their next 
advancement. Where did we learn such 
ungrateful behavior?

I’ve grown up in a generation that 
was told day in and day out, “Work 
hard, do good in school, go to college, 
get a good job, and have a fruitful life.” 
Millions of children were sold on the 
idea that, if you do A, B and C, you get 
what you want. We were raised on this 
philosophy and continue to rely on it.

What does it take to get into a 
credible four-year university? Primarily, 

it relies on your standardized score. If a 
university’s average SAT score is 1950, 
getting above that means you’re in. It’s 
a plateau mentality that says: If you just 
accomplish this goal, you get to reap all 
of the reward after it. It’s still hard work; 
it’s just of a different variety.

The first instinct of Generation Y 
isn’t to plan out how to save up money 
every month; it’s to figure out a way 
to get more money with one plateau-
forming act. It’s a change in budget or a 
new job. Our hard work is discovering 
that solution and making it happen. We 
accomplish goals to obtain things.

We’ve been told all of our lives to 
love what you do. Movies, parents, 
society, media—you name it—all of 
them paint a picture of having a job 
that is fulfilling and that still allows 
us to live the way we’re used to. Is 
it really so mysterious why a college 
student who has lived comfortably his 
or her entire life graduates with an art 
or philosophy degree? 

“Go to college, get a good job, live a 
fruitful life.” We’ve done Step 1 in our 
plan of accomplishment. It’s Step 2 that 
eludes us, and we don’t have the skills 
necessary to adapt easily to it. We’ve 
been taught checklists, not strategies.

Time management is another issue 
that generates criticism for my genera-
tion. Often times, working from 8 a.m. 
to 5 p.m. doesn’t seem as critical to us 
as it does to others. Older generations’ 
instinct is to call this laziness, and for 
many, you’d be right. However, I’d ask 
managers to look at the whole context.

We’ve been raised with heroes like 
Gates, Jobs, and Zuckerberg. These 
are business leaders with incomplete 
educations who didn’t become rich and 
famous by always working exactly eight 
hours a day with a 60-minute lunch 
and not one minute over. They did it by 
loving their job, being entrepreneurial, 
working without a clock, and accom-
plishing things at a meteoric rate.

We’ve been raised to question the 
traditional model, even be wary of it. 
Why make a person work for eight hours 

when he or she can accomplish every-
thing that needs to be completed in six? 
It seems so obvious to us, but it comes 
across as lethargy to those who measure 
their work ethic by the number of hours 
worked in a week.

Tips on Working Together
My generation has entered into a work-
place that is foreign to everything on 
which we’ve been raised. I believe that, 
in time, the workplace will transition 
to more closely align with what comes 
natural to us. After all, in 30 years, 
we’ll be the ones deciding how the 
workplace works. During that transi-
tion, though, we are undoubtedly going 
to clash with managers who subscribe 
to a different philosophy.

Here are four important things to 
remember when working with a hired 
Generation Y individual that will help 
you both get the most out of your work-
ing relationship:

1. We thrive on accomplishments. 
Working endlessly with no goal in sight 
demoralizes us more severely than you 
might expect. Accomplishments are how 
we got to this job; it’s how we expect to 
better ourselves after it.

2. Feeling like we’ve been left to fend 
for ourselves is counterproductive. 
We will remain engaged, regardless of 
whether it’s for the good of the organi-
zation or not. Provide us direction and 
keep working us toward it. Don’t throw 
us “at” things. Tell us what you want 
accomplished and we’ll do it. In time, 
we’ll learn to do it on our own, but 

we need a standard to refer back to for 
subsequent projects.

3. We are a generation of students. 
The truly meaningful things we learned 
in college, we learned from a professor 
whom we loved. Provide us a teacher. 
Mentor programs, or at least a mentor-
ing presence, will do wonders for both 
accountability and performance. If we 
have someone we can impress, we will 
naturally strive to keep them happy, the 
same way we did for our parents and 
then our teachers.

4. We thrive on productive multitask-
ing. It’s when we run out of things to do 
that trouble starts. Keep us working or 
show us how to find more work. Most of 

us want to do right by our company and 
will want to know what else to work on, 
but if there’s a void there, it will be filled 
by something that does keep us engaged.

My generation has its flaws. Like 
every workforce before us, we have lazy, 
immoral, dishonorable, and downright 
bad workers. But don’t take a clash in 
cultures as a sign of incompetence. We’re 
the new wave of workers, and we’re 
bringing with us a new way to work. 
Help us to do it the best way we can. In 
the end, that’s what we want, just as 
much as you. We just need it told to us in 
the language we grew up learning. 

The fIrsT InsTIncT of GeneraTIon Y 
Isn’T To plan ouT how To save up moneY 
everY monTh; IT’s To fIGure ouT a waY 
To GeT more moneY wITh one plaTeau-‐
formInG acT.

Garin Giacomarro 
Economic Development Coordinator 
Murphy, Texas 
ggiacomarro@gmail.com



20  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT  |  AUGUST 2013 icma.org/pm icma.org/pm   AUGUST 2013  |  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT   21

commentary  |  new perspectives

By GArIN GIACoMArro

GettinG to Know 
Generation Y
Instead of clashing head-on, learn the language of this 
new wave of workers

I ’m slouching down in my chair, eyes 
intent on the floor, as I try to shrink 
away from my current situation. On 

the projector screen in front of me and 
40 of my newly met colleagues is a popu-
lar online video that is primarily made 
up of questions posed by an off‐screen 
individual and the answers of current 
college students.

The room is howling in laughter. 
These wide-eyed 18- and 19-year-olds 
are expecting to make how much 
in their first job? They expect to be 
promoted when? They got that degree 
and expect to find an actual job? I weep 
for future generations.

These interviews are slowly phased 
out by the more reasonable, middle-aged 
managers who are stating plainly what 
they expect. “If your job starts at 9 a.m. 
and that’s when you arrive, you’re late.” 
The whole room nods in agreement. “It’s 
not about doing what you want or what 
interests you. It’s about being produc-
tive.” Universal agreement rings out.

Understanding the Disconnect
The video ends and the room as a whole 
moves on in conversation. I, on the other 
hand, can’t shake the experience. Are 
people my age really that bad? Is there 
something inherently wrong with those 

who have never known a Reagan presi-
dency or why Michael Jackson was such 
a big deal? I first feel embarrassed, then 
defensive, and finally contemplative. 
Where is this disconnect coming from?

I have so often heard the near-uni-
versal assessment that people entering 
the workforce these days are both lazy 
and entitled. Once they get to a point in 
their career, they expect to be handed 
the reward for it and for their subse-
quent work to be directed at their next 
advancement. Where did we learn such 
ungrateful behavior?

I’ve grown up in a generation that 
was told day in and day out, “Work 
hard, do good in school, go to college, 
get a good job, and have a fruitful life.” 
Millions of children were sold on the 
idea that, if you do A, B and C, you get 
what you want. We were raised on this 
philosophy and continue to rely on it.

What does it take to get into a 
credible four-year university? Primarily, 

it relies on your standardized score. If a 
university’s average SAT score is 1950, 
getting above that means you’re in. It’s 
a plateau mentality that says: If you just 
accomplish this goal, you get to reap all 
of the reward after it. It’s still hard work; 
it’s just of a different variety.

The first instinct of Generation Y 
isn’t to plan out how to save up money 
every month; it’s to figure out a way 
to get more money with one plateau-
forming act. It’s a change in budget or a 
new job. Our hard work is discovering 
that solution and making it happen. We 
accomplish goals to obtain things.

We’ve been told all of our lives to 
love what you do. Movies, parents, 
society, media—you name it—all of 
them paint a picture of having a job 
that is fulfilling and that still allows 
us to live the way we’re used to. Is 
it really so mysterious why a college 
student who has lived comfortably his 
or her entire life graduates with an art 
or philosophy degree? 

“Go to college, get a good job, live a 
fruitful life.” We’ve done Step 1 in our 
plan of accomplishment. It’s Step 2 that 
eludes us, and we don’t have the skills 
necessary to adapt easily to it. We’ve 
been taught checklists, not strategies.

Time management is another issue 
that generates criticism for my genera-
tion. Often times, working from 8 a.m. 
to 5 p.m. doesn’t seem as critical to us 
as it does to others. Older generations’ 
instinct is to call this laziness, and for 
many, you’d be right. However, I’d ask 
managers to look at the whole context.

We’ve been raised with heroes like 
Gates, Jobs, and Zuckerberg. These 
are business leaders with incomplete 
educations who didn’t become rich and 
famous by always working exactly eight 
hours a day with a 60-minute lunch 
and not one minute over. They did it by 
loving their job, being entrepreneurial, 
working without a clock, and accom-
plishing things at a meteoric rate.

We’ve been raised to question the 
traditional model, even be wary of it. 
Why make a person work for eight hours 

when he or she can accomplish every-
thing that needs to be completed in six? 
It seems so obvious to us, but it comes 
across as lethargy to those who measure 
their work ethic by the number of hours 
worked in a week.

Tips on Working Together
My generation has entered into a work-
place that is foreign to everything on 
which we’ve been raised. I believe that, 
in time, the workplace will transition 
to more closely align with what comes 
natural to us. After all, in 30 years, 
we’ll be the ones deciding how the 
workplace works. During that transi-
tion, though, we are undoubtedly going 
to clash with managers who subscribe 
to a different philosophy.

Here are four important things to 
remember when working with a hired 
Generation Y individual that will help 
you both get the most out of your work-
ing relationship:

1. We thrive on accomplishments. 
Working endlessly with no goal in sight 
demoralizes us more severely than you 
might expect. Accomplishments are how 
we got to this job; it’s how we expect to 
better ourselves after it.

2. Feeling like we’ve been left to fend 
for ourselves is counterproductive. 
We will remain engaged, regardless of 
whether it’s for the good of the organi-
zation or not. Provide us direction and 
keep working us toward it. Don’t throw 
us “at” things. Tell us what you want 
accomplished and we’ll do it. In time, 
we’ll learn to do it on our own, but 

we need a standard to refer back to for 
subsequent projects.

3. We are a generation of students. 
The truly meaningful things we learned 
in college, we learned from a professor 
whom we loved. Provide us a teacher. 
Mentor programs, or at least a mentor-
ing presence, will do wonders for both 
accountability and performance. If we 
have someone we can impress, we will 
naturally strive to keep them happy, the 
same way we did for our parents and 
then our teachers.

4. We thrive on productive multitask-
ing. It’s when we run out of things to do 
that trouble starts. Keep us working or 
show us how to find more work. Most of 

us want to do right by our company and 
will want to know what else to work on, 
but if there’s a void there, it will be filled 
by something that does keep us engaged.

My generation has its flaws. Like 
every workforce before us, we have lazy, 
immoral, dishonorable, and downright 
bad workers. But don’t take a clash in 
cultures as a sign of incompetence. We’re 
the new wave of workers, and we’re 
bringing with us a new way to work. 
Help us to do it the best way we can. In 
the end, that’s what we want, just as 
much as you. We just need it told to us in 
the language we grew up learning. 

The fIrsT InsTIncT of GeneraTIon Y 
Isn’T To plan ouT how To save up moneY 
everY monTh; IT’s To fIGure ouT a waY 
To GeT more moneY wITh one plaTeau-‐
formInG acT.

Garin Giacomarro 
Economic Development Coordinator 
Murphy, Texas 
ggiacomarro@gmail.com



22  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT  |  AUGUST 2013 icma.org/pm

management minute  |  admitting to mistakes

I t seems our society has turned dodg-
ing responsibility into an art form. 
From celebrities who insist that a 

brush with the law was all a big misun-
derstanding to national political figures 
who use spin and doublespeak to blame 
everything on the other side, no one 
wants to admit it when they mess up.

If you’re a leader, the temptation to 
use this strategy can be huge. After all, 
you are paid to get it right, so the last 
thing you want is for people to know 
that a mistake has been made, right?

Maybe not. When your local govern-
ment organization admits to mistakes in 
a constructive way, you won’t damage 
its brand in the way you feared. In fact, 

you have a valuable opportunity to gain 
respect and loyalty.

You and your organization are not 
judged by how well you do when you’re 
good but by how well you do when 
you’re bad. The fact is, everyone—and 
every organization—makes mistakes. De-
nying that they have happened usually 
exacerbates and magnifies an already 
awkward situation because chances 
are, you aren’t fooling anyone and you 
appear insincere.

In fact, in a very real way, trying 
to dodge responsibility can hurt you 
and the organization’s reputation more 
than simply owning up to the mistake 
in the first place. Honestly and humbly 

admitting to missteps often diffuses a 
tense situation instead of exacerbating 
it. And as time passes, people tend to 
remember more clearly how the mistake 
was handled as opposed to what it was. 

Here are five suggestions on how to 
handle a “my bad:”

Cop to it. Yes, it’s uncomfortable to ad-
mit that your organization did something 
wrong. Uttering that mea culpa involves 
swallowing your pride and acknowledg-
ing that you are not, in fact, perfect, 
which is an illusion that our culture 
encourages us to zealously cultivate.

But the sooner you admit to the error, 
the more you reduce the drama, and the 
faster you can move on to the next, more 
important stage: what you are going to 
do about the situation.

People actually like a little imperfec-
tion now and then. It demonstrates a 
level of authenticity, vulnerability, and 
humanity with which we all can identify. 
Plus, it’s harder to be angry with some-
one who says, “You’re right—I messed 
up,” than with someone who insists the 
fault doesn’t lie with him, even though 
you know it does.

And it’s difficult—if not impossible—
to make any constructive progress if the 
responsible party refuses to admit there’s 
a problem.

Recognize how it happened. If you 
admit fault but then put the incident 
behind you, guess what? You’ve just 
increased the chances that it will happen 
again. It’s important to investigate how 
and why an error occurred, so that you 
can fix the faulty procedure or process.

Make sure employees aren’t afraid to 
make or report mistakes, but bad behav-
ior or an inability to perform also should 
not be overlooked. You want to keep the 
same mistake from happening again. Real 
progress in progressive organizations is 
often built on the backs of mistakes and 
the improvements they spark. 

Aim, don’t blame. What happens when 
a mistake involving your organization 

really can be traced to someone else? 
While it’s easy and temporarily satisfy-
ing to point your finger and say “Not 
my fault!” the truth is, if it happened 
on your watch and you are accountable 
for the finished product, you ultimately 
share the blame in the customer’s eyes.

In this situation, get to the bottom 
of what happened and aim your focus 
on what you and your organization can 
do on your end to prevent the situation 
from happening again.

Write it down. If you successfully 
resolve a negative situation that was 
sparked by an error, then rub your 
hands together and continue with 
business as usual as if to say, “Yes, 
it happened, but it’s all cleaned up 
now,” then you’re making a second 
misstep. If you don’t write down what 
happened and how to avoid it, even 
you are in danger of making the same 
mistake again, and the same is doubly 
true of others.

When you are still smarting in the 
immediate aftermath of a fiasco, it’s 
easy to assume that you will always 
remember what you did wrong and 
that it will never, ever happen a second 
time. But often, as life goes on and 
your focus inevitably shifts to other 
things, your memory can get fuzzy. 
And you certainly can’t pass your own 
experiences to everyone else in your 
company through osmosis.

That’s why it’s crucial to take the 
lessons you learn and physically make 
them part of your organization’s poli-
cies. This might mean writing a new 

procedure, checklist, or sign-off sheet, 
or drafting a new clause in a contract. 
But whatever you do, write it down.

Resolve that it won’t reoccur. 
Along with your apology, assure the 
injured parties that it—whatever “it” 
was—won’t happen again. Voluntarily 
describe how the mistake happened 
and what changes you are implement-
ing to prevent its reoccurrence. And 
most importantly, tell the other person 
or group how you and your organiza-
tion are going to make things right.

Most people will appreciate your 
thoughtfulness, resolve, and the action 
you are taking. And often, handling an 
error in this way will reinforce the fact 
that you are, ultimately, a trustworthy 
organization that can be relied upon.

Once again, mistakes are bound to 
happen so don’t waste time and energy 
beating yourself up, and especially 
don’t try to create the illusion that 
you or your organization are perfect. 
Remember, what people recall most 
of all is how you handle missteps and 
errors, not what they were.

Don’t miss out on the golden 
opportunities to show integrity, reduce 
the drama, and improve the way your 
organization operates. That is how you 
can make mistakes right.  
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misstep. If you don’t write down what 
happened and how to avoid it, even 
you are in danger of making the same 
mistake again, and the same is doubly 
true of others.

When you are still smarting in the 
immediate aftermath of a fiasco, it’s 
easy to assume that you will always 
remember what you did wrong and 
that it will never, ever happen a second 
time. But often, as life goes on and 
your focus inevitably shifts to other 
things, your memory can get fuzzy. 
And you certainly can’t pass your own 
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By KAThy VACCAro

Managing the Mandates
Gearing up for the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act

Countless employers across the 
country are wondering how the 
Patient Protection and Affordable 

Care Act (PPACA)—the health care law—
will affect their organizations. Whether 
we’re ready or not, the marketplace 
changes are coming. In many respects, 
they’ve already arrived. 

The Employer Mandate
The PPACA has significant implications 
for virtually every American. Take, for 
instance, PPACA’s individual mandate. A 
flashpoint in the legal debate over the law, 

the individual mandate will require most 
Americans to maintain minimum essential 
health coverage, starting next year.

Then there’s the employer mandate. 
Though not as volatile an issue as the 
individual mandate, it is no less critical 
in terms of impact. If you have 50 or 
more full-time employees—employees 
who work an average of at least 30 hours 
per week or part-time equivalents—the 
employer mandate applies to your 
organization. And you have two choices.

A large employer can elect to not 
offer coverage to its full-time employ-
ees and their dependents up to age 26. 
In that case, a penalty applies if one 
full-time employee purchases coverage 
through one of the law’s new exchang-
es and qualifies for a federal premium 

subsidy. The penalty is $2,000 per year 
for each full-time employee, minus the 
first 30.

But even if coverage is offered, an 
organization can still be subject to a 
penalty if the coverage is either not 
affordable or does not provide minimum 
value. In either of these instances, 
the penalty is the lesser of $2,000 per 
full-time employee (minus the first 30) 
if a single employee receives federal 
premium assistance for exchange cover-
age, or $3,000 for each employee who 
receives the federal premium tax credit.

“Affordable” in the PPACA lexicon 
means the cost of coverage for the 
employee-only option for the lowest-cost 
plan offered; it must be less than 9.5 
percent of the employee’s W-2 wages. 
“Minimum value” means that the plan 
pays at least 60 percent of allowed 
charges for covered services.

The penalty amounts are calculated 
on a full-year basis, levied in 12 monthly 
installments. It’s worth noting that 
there is transitional relief for employer-
sponsored plans that are effective on a 
date other than January 1. Those plans 
won’t be subject to penalties if they’re in 
compliance by the first day of their 2014 
plan year. Employers aren’t permitted to 
change their plan year now to qualify for 
transitional relief.

So, if you’re an employer, act now 
to determine the number of employees 
on staff who have full-time status under 
the law, to be clear about whether 
you’re subject to the employer mandate. 
You can’t just count heads; you need 
to follow the PPACA formula, and you 
might want to ask your legal counsel to 
weigh in.

If the mandate applies, examine the 
benefit plan to make sure the coverages 
you offer are affordable and provide the 
appropriate level of value, as defined by 
the law.

 

Fees and Taxes
Insurers and self-insured plans are 
already subject to a comparative effec-
tiveness research fee, the first payment 
of which is due July 31, 2013. This fee 
is levied on insurers and on employers 
who fund their own health plans to pay 
for research, essentially to determine 
which treatments work best in real-
world scenarios.

Starting in 2014, health plans 
and self-insured employer-sponsored 
plans will also be required to pay 
two new fees to help fund PPACA’s 
coverage mandates:

•	 The reinsurance assessment paid 
annually by insurers and self-funded 
employers to help insurers defray the 
cost of covering high-risk individuals 
insured under policies purchased on 
the exchanges.

•	 The health insurance industry fee paid 
by insurers to fund the considerable 
cost of implementing PPACA coverage 
and access requirements. 

The Exchanges 
The biggest change to come involves 
PPACA’s new health insurance 
exchanges—online “marketplaces” 
through which individuals and 

employers with 50 or fewer full-time 
employees can purchase health plans. 
These exchanges are scheduled to go 
live on October 1, 2014. At that point, 
prospective buyers will have a chance 
to compare and enroll in plans offered 
by participating insurers and best 
suited to their circumstances.

In some cases, individuals will be 
eligible for federal subsidies to help 
them pay for insurance purchased 
on an exchange. If individuals are 
employed and they use those subsi-
dies, their employers might have to 
pay penalties, as we’ve noted. Later 
this summer or early fall, the govern-
ment will offer guidance to employers 
about how to provide employees with 
information about the exchanges and 
the availability of subsidies.

There is a tremendous amount of 
information to digest about PPACA, 

but you can ease your way through the 
maze by:
•	 Understanding your responsibilities.
•	 Staying alert for new regulations 

and updates.
•	 Communicating frequently with your 

HR specialists and all your employees.

And please remember: You’re not 
alone. Cigna has resources to help you 
stay ahead of the curve. Go to Inform-
edOnReform.com for news, facts, and 
webinars on evolving issues. Check 
out our “Health Care Reform for You” 
tool for employees.

Learn more from me at the ICMA 
Annual Conference in Boston/New 
England, where I will lead the session 
The Edge of Change in Benefits: What 
the Patient Protection and Affordability 
Care Act Means to Me and My Commu-
nity on Tuesday, September 24, 11 a.m. 
to 12:15 p.m.

So take a deep breath and move 
ahead with confidence.  

active living  |  health care law

Kathy Vaccaro 
Vice President 
Cigna Health Care Reform 
Hartford, Connecticut 
Kathleen.Vaccaro@cigna.com
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By ChrIS LINdSEy ANd JoSh rAUCh

OverlOOking YOur 
Website?
If so, residents and businesses may be overlooking you

M anagers: We have a problem 
on our hands. It’s a different 
kind of problem, but one that 

directly affects our ability to interact 
with people we serve. It’s a problem that 
will perhaps take time, dedication, and 
even some funding to solve. Plus, it’s a 
problem that promises to get bigger.

The problem is our local government 
websites. Now, before you roll your eyes 
and turn the page, allow us at least a few 
words to explain. 

Web technologies that didn’t exist 
a few years ago are now mainstream. 
As the Internet changes, our websites 
need to grow and change with it to stay 
relevant. We have to provide information 
in places where people already consume 
it—smartphones, social media accounts, 
apps, and so on.

Staying Relevant
It’s important to remember that your 
organization’s web presence isn’t just 
about your organization. A website is 
about people, and it’s increasingly the 
primary way people learn more about 
your community.

These are people who want to live, 
work, and play in your community; they 
want to start businesses and find jobs in 
your community. The website may be the 
first and the only part of your community 
they see, so show them something beauti-
ful and up-to-date!

If your website is pleasing to the eye, 
people will be less inclined to click away 
from it. And a website that showcases the 
beauty of your community communicates 
a great message.

At the same time, that beauty must 
be accompanied by an intuitive inter-
face. How many of us have spent too 
much time on a website looking for the 
right buttons to click, or searching—

vainly—for the link that will take us to 
the information we need?

A streamlined, unified, and clear 
interface will ensure that the pleasing 
facade of your website is put to good 
use. That interface should put the 
end-users first and cater to their needs; 
modeling a website after the employee 
organization chart isn’t necessarily a 
good idea. Instead, your design should 
facilitate a user’s capacity to find 
information and perform common tasks 
with minimal effort or knowledge of 
government.

Finally, we need to make sure that 
the information behind the facade is 
worthwhile, important, and useful 
to the people visiting our websites. 
Remember: People go to government 
websites to find information and 
use services. This means the users 
shouldn’t have to look too hard to find 
what they need, and once they find the 
information they want, it shouldn’t be 
difficult for them to share, download, 
or otherwise use that data.

To that end, post data that’s easily 
accessible regardless of the platform 
your visitors are using (PDF files, for 
example, can be easily opened by those 
who can’t afford Microsoft Word).

Form and Function
The final challenge is to provide all 
this to any user, at any time, on any 
device, and still retain the attractive-
ness, intuitiveness, and utility of your 
community’s website. Have you ever 
tried visiting your community’s website 
using a smartphone or a tablet? Imagine 
yourself behind a visitor’s screen: Can 
you quickly find the address to city hall 
or to the county courthouse? Access 
park hours and information? Learn that 
you are business-friendly?

New web standards, like HTML5 
and CSS3, are designed to make 
it easier for web administrators to 
accommodate a variety of devices 
and streamline designs. Such content 
management systems as WordPress and 
Drupal use these standards to ensure 
that websites built with them are flex-
ible and viewable on any device.

Other key design considerations 
include:

•	 A prominent and effective search box.
•	 Data that is cross-platform, portable, 

and open (e.g., RTF, CSV, or PDF).
•	 Functional integration with social me-

dia that should support and promote 
a website.

•	 Interactive calendars and news feeds.
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sure to pay attention to it!  

Chris Lindsey is 
budget analyst, Jefferson 
County, Colorado 
(clindsey@jeffco.us), and 
Josh rauCh is deputy 

economic development administrator, Springfield, 
Ohio (jrauch@ci.springfield.oh.us).
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TOWN AND GOWN RELATIONS!

•   Service Agreements
•   Joint Participation Facilitation
•   Revenue Agreements
•   Presentations and Speeches
•   Capital Projects Planning
•   User Fees and Charges Studies

•   Joint Policies and Procedures
•    Special Services and Projects
•   Town and Gown Briefings
•   Joint Initiatives and Programs
•   Town and Gown Partnerships
•   Other Special Assignments

Kemp ConsultinG was formed to provide needed consulting services to city 
(Town) governments and college (Gown) campuses. These services include 
those that relate to state-of-the-art town-gown planning practices, including:

Details of Roger Kemp’s background and professional skills are highlighted on 
his website. Dr. Kemp has experience as a seasoned city manager in politically, 
economically, educationally, and ethnically diverse communities. Call or e-mail 
for more information.
Roger is contributing author and editor of Town and Gown Relations: A Hand-
book of Best Practices (McFarland, 2013). This is a handbook of national best 
practices in this dynamic and evolving field!           

Kemp Consulting, llC
Roger L. Kemp, MPA, MBA, PhD – President
P. O. Box 342, Meriden, CT 06450-0342
TEL 203.686.0281       FAX 203.265.2746    
rlkbsr@snet.net       www.rogerlkemp.com
To see Roger’s books go to: www.rogerkemp.org
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Providing
Executive Recruitment and Selection Processes
Human Resource and Pay Systems
Management & Organizational Studies
Public Safety Studies

500 Lake Cook Road, Suite 350 Deerfield, IL 60015
TEL (847)580-4246 FAX (866)401-3100

www.voorheesassociates.com

Heidi Voorhees, President
Eric Anderson
Robert Beezat
Joe DeLopez

Greg Ford
Mike Hosking

Bill Lichter

Carl Luft
Norm Malcolm
Lee McCann
Mark Morien

Sharon Morien

Karl Nollenberger
Terrence Porter

Bill Prijic
Jerry Richards
Jerry Schulz
Steve Veitch

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
The Center for State and Local 

Government Excellence

www.slge.org

Visit slge.org to 
 ■ Download free publications 

on pensions, health benefits, 
competitive employment 
practices, demographic 
trends, and financial 
planning.

 ■ Use the Public Plans Database containing 
comprehensive information for more than  
126 state and local defined benefit plans.

 ■ Subscribe to the Center’s e-newsletter.

12-125

Leading Change in  
Emergency Services

EMS & FirE ConSuLting

Fitch & Associates has been a worldwide 
provider of complete financial, operational 
and HR management consulting services 
for more than 25 years.  

Visit fitchassoc.com to  
learn more, or call us  
today at 888-431-2600.

Get your copy of our ICMA report EMS in Critical Condition: 
Meeting the Challenge at the ICMA online bookstore.  
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There’s an Entire Team Behind 
Every Assignment

• Executive Recruitment

• Management Consulting

• Public Safety

www.RalphAndersen.com

916.630.4900

•	 Public-Private	
Partnerships	

•	 Development	Advisory	
Services

•	 Real	Estate	Economics

•	 Impact	Analysis
•	 Subarea	Planning	&	
Implementation

•	 Community	&	Economic	
Development	Strategies

221	North	LaSalle	Street	|	Suite	820	|	Chicago	IL	60601	
312.424.4250	|	www.sbfriedman.com

SB Friedman
Development Advisors

vision | economics | strategy | finance | implementation 

Our	mission	is	to	guide	and	enable	our	clients	
to	create	high-quality	places	through	real	
estate	economics,	development	finance	and	
urban	planning
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A comprehensive overview of 
the roles, responsibilities 

and relationships of local 
elected officials

Also available in PDF 
download

developed in partnership  
with the National League of cities

Order online: icma.org/press

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 
mrobeson@ascendintegratedmedia.com

PM subscriptions
Order through the ICMA Press online 
bookstore at http://bookstore.icma.org, 
or e-mail subscriptions@icma.org.

 ■ Service and Workload Analysis of Your  
Police and Fire Departments

 ■ Police and Fire Chief Selection
 ■ Alternative Service Delivery
 ■ Asking Your Police Chief the Right  

Questions to Get the Right Answers

For more information, visit icma.org/publicsafety,  
contact Thomas Wieczorek at twieczorek@icma.org,  
Leonard Matarese at lmatarese@icma.org,  
or call 716-969-1360.

www.icma.org/publicsafety

A DAtA-Driven, forensic ApproAch 
to Public Safety ServiceS



T
o

 a
d

v
e

r
T

is
e,

 c
o

n
T

a
cT

  
A

sc
en

d 
In

te
gr

at
ed

 M
ed

ia
 a

t 9
13

-3
44

-1
31

6 
or

 m
ro

be
so

n@
as

ce
nd

in
te

gr
at

ed
m

ed
ia

.c
om m

a
rk

e
tp

la
c
e

 | 
pr

of
es

si
on

al
 s

er
vi

ce
s

There’s an Entire Team Behind 
Every Assignment

• Executive Recruitment

• Management Consulting

• Public Safety

www.RalphAndersen.com

916.630.4900

•	 Public-Private	
Partnerships	

•	 Development	Advisory	
Services

•	 Real	Estate	Economics

•	 Impact	Analysis
•	 Subarea	Planning	&	
Implementation

•	 Community	&	Economic	
Development	Strategies

221	North	LaSalle	Street	|	Suite	820	|	Chicago	IL	60601	
312.424.4250	|	www.sbfriedman.com

SB Friedman
Development Advisors

vision | economics | strategy | finance | implementation 

Our	mission	is	to	guide	and	enable	our	clients	
to	create	high-quality	places	through	real	
estate	economics,	development	finance	and	
urban	planning

m
a
rk

e
tp

la
c
e

 | 
pr

of
es

si
on

al
 s

er
vi

ce
s

T
o

 a
d

v
e

r
T

is
e,

 c
o

n
T

a
cT

  
A

sc
en

d 
In

te
gr

at
ed

 M
ed

ia
 a

t 9
13

-3
44

-1
31

6 
or

 m
ro

be
so

n@
as

ce
nd

in
te

gr
at

ed
m

ed
ia

.c
om

30  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT  |  AUGUST 2013 icma.org/pm icma.org/pm   AUGUST 2013  |  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT   31

Leading Your Community
A Guide  for  LocAL  eLected  LeAders

10-116

A comprehensive overview of 
the roles, responsibilities 

and relationships of local 
elected officials

Also available in PDF 
download

developed in partnership  
with the National League of cities

Order online: icma.org/press

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 
mrobeson@ascendintegratedmedia.com

PM subscriptions
Order through the ICMA Press online 
bookstore at http://bookstore.icma.org, 
or e-mail subscriptions@icma.org.

 ■ Service and Workload Analysis of Your  
Police and Fire Departments

 ■ Police and Fire Chief Selection
 ■ Alternative Service Delivery
 ■ Asking Your Police Chief the Right  

Questions to Get the Right Answers

For more information, visit icma.org/publicsafety,  
contact Thomas Wieczorek at twieczorek@icma.org,  
Leonard Matarese at lmatarese@icma.org,  
or call 716-969-1360.

www.icma.org/publicsafety

A DAtA-Driven, forensic ApproAch 
to Public Safety ServiceS



32  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT  | AUGUST 2013 icma.org/pm

short story  | challenges

Early in my management career, a 
city manager had me follow up on 
issues raised during the “citizens’ 

statements” portion of our local govern-
ment’s council meetings. Most items 
were fix-it items that were resolved with 
a quick call to a fellow staff member. 
Occasionally I was asked to review 
comments made by an individual 
who addressed the council on a more 
frequent basis.

We all know the type. Even today, I 
still have one person’s name and address 
vividly committed to memory. These 
individuals go by many terms but for the 
sake of discussion, let’s just call them by 
a more common name, the gadfly.

After the manager asked me to 
follow up on something raised by our 
resident gadfly during her semimonthly 
address to council, I was lamenting with 
fellow staff members about my menial 
assignment. When I questioned why my 
talents were being wasted on this task, 
a long-tenured engineer explained my 
assignment with a saying that has stuck 
with me ever since: “Even a broken 
clock is right twice a day.”

Carrying on the Old Adage
Throughout my career, I continue to 
follow that adage in advising staff 
members who work with me and have 
come to appreciate the wisdom behind 
the “broken clock” theory. By discuss-
ing these sometimes outrageous claims 
with staff members, we recognize the 
common experience we share with one 
another through our gadfly.

This is not to suggest that I believe 
the community’s garbage collectors are 
deliberately throwing trash cans into 
the street, particularly when wind gusts 
were 50 miles per hour that day, or that 
a car parked on a street for 48 hours is 

the sure sign of illicit criminal activity, 
when a minivan with a luggage rack 
suggests out-of-town relatives.

Amidst the more extreme claims and 
comments, there may be something that 
warrants a response. My challenge to 
staff is to avoid overlooking the prover-
bial needle that may exist in the haystack 
of the gadfly’s claims.

Is this pursuit of ridiculous claims 
a waste of the public’s resources, as I 

observed years ago? I have come to recog-
nize that we do not necessarily respond 
for the benefit of the gadfly. Rather, we 
respond for the benefit of those who may 
be observing us respond to this resident, 
perhaps for the first time. When our 
more reasonable residents summon up 
the courage to address our public bodies 
on issues of concern to them, we want 
to assure them that their comments will 
receive the appropriate consideration. 

Following the Right Path
Recently, the Oshkosh Common Council 
and department heads revised the 
Oshkosh strategic plan. Through that 
process, we agreed on some “guiding 
principles,” among them a commitment 
to be “engaging, responsive, equitable, 
and transparent.”

When a resident addresses the 
council, we need to demonstrate that we 
are practicing these principles, includ-

ing when we respond to gadflies. The 
ICMA Code of Ethics states in part, “…
encourage communication between 
the citizens and all local government 
officers; emphasize friendly and courte-
ous service to the public; and seek to 
improve the quality and image of public 
service.” We need to demonstrate our 
belief in these principles, even when the 
member of the public happens to be our 
very own gadfly.

Local governments are more visible 
than ever. Meetings are cablecast, video 
streamed, and available on YouTube at 
the click of a mouse, sometimes before 
the meeting’s conclusion. While some 
people may see us justified in dismissing 
our gadflies, we do so at our own peril.

We need to demonstrate that we will 
treat all residents with an appropriate 
amount of respect, even if they may be 
like the broken clock, only correct in a 
rare moment. Without that respect, we 
risk sending a message to others that we 
do not value public input.

I know that my staff is fully capable 
of sorting out our gadfly’s claims. We 
have to reinforce the reasons why 
maintaining the public’s trust is so vital 
to our mission, and how responsiveness 
is part of that success. If I can effec-
tively share this vision with my staff, 
perhaps someday, one veteran staff 
member will pass along that “broken 
clock” wisdom to another generation of 
public servants.  

By MArk rohLoff

Finding the good 
in the gadFly
Why we must stay responsive to all residents

Mark rohloff 
City Manager 
Oshkosh, Wisconsin 
mrohloff@ci.oshkosh.wi.us

WE havE to rEinforcE thE rEasons 
Why maintaining thE public’s 
trust is so vital to our mission, 
and hoW rEsponsivEnEss is part 
of that succEss.
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