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Introduction
If we have learned anything from the COVID-19 pandemic, it was that our mental health simply wasn’t
prepared for it. With little warning, local government professionals were forced to work from home, in
some cases, while juggling childcare or helping kids attend school virtually. Others were working at
home alone, meaning they were isolated from the social interactions and relationships of work.
And despite being away from your usual workplace and facing your own personal demands, your
community still needed you front and center—be it in-person with a mask or through digital means.
Your top priority throughout the pandemic has been to act as a guiding force for your residents, many
of whom were experiencing job insecurity, anxiety about the pandemic and the economy, or the loss
of loved ones. You have fought for greater support and resources for your community’s most
vulnerable groups—those with preexisting mental health and medical issues, low-income individuals,
and people of color.
The list can go on about the various scenarios we have faced, but one theme was clear: supervisors
and employees quickly became overwhelmed, exhausted, buried, stressed—and it inevitably took a
tool on our mental health. But local governments and their employees have demonstrated time and
time again that they can be resilient and adaptable when faced with tough challenges—and ICMA has
a wealth of helpful resources on the topic of workplace mental health.
We scoured Public Management (PM) magazine and the ICMA website to identify the most important
archived articles to help you and your organization persevere and thrive through tough times.
Discover strategies you can use to establish balance in your life and to nurture workplace
cultures that promote balance as well.
Learn new ways to create stronger organizations by taking care of your staff, such as
advocating for parental leave, advancing racial equity, and offering ex schedules, to name a
few.
Realize how you can identify if a colleague is experiencing symptoms of distress and facing
challenges.
Acquire new skills around the process of enhancing the employee experience and bolstering
workplace culture, productivity, and creative problem-solving.
In the past year, local government leaders have been tested in more ways than ever before. But as
author Frieda Edgette says in her article: “Now more than ever, we need to take time, make space, and
engage support to be healthy and lead effectively in civic life today. Thank you for your tremendous
service and for who you are and all you do!”
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Eight Ways to Boost Your Mental Health
by Frieda Edgette
We are all feeling the effects of a global pandemic that physically separates us from those we love,
upends how we work, limits our play, and challenges our lives. Stress and strain on our mental health
is one of the only certainties in these uncertain times.
Prior to the novel coronavirus (COVID-19), one in ve Americans reported suffering from mental
illness, including anxiety and depression. In our new world, a recent
Kaiser Family Foundation poll found that nearly 50 percent of Americans are experiencing elevated
mental health issues, including stress, anxiety, depression, substance abuse, or suicidal thoughts. The
Washington Post reports a 1,000 percent uptick in calls to a federal emergency hotline for emotional
distress. These numbers highlight two undeniable realities: (1) if you are experiencing stress, you are
not alone; and (2) nurturing our well-being is not a nice-to-have, it’s essential.
As a civic manager, you are uniquely on the frontlines of both complying with shelter-in-place orders
and creating a safe societal solution for an unknown future. It’s a tall order.
And, amid it all, you have the power to calm your mind, strengthen your body, and act with purpose.
Just like strengthening a muscle, you can build mental health with time, dedication, and practice. To
get you started, here are the eight most popular, high-impact mental health strategies of the civic
leaders I work with:
Reprinted f rom the ICMA Blog, May 12, 2020.
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1. Breathe
Take a mindful minute. Set a timer for 60 seconds. Breathe normally and count your breaths on the
exhale. When the timer sounds, take note of how many breaths you took. Throughout the day when
you need a moment for serenity, close your eyes and count your breaths that number of times on the
exhale. This balances your nervous system back to a neutral state.

2. Name It, Tame It
When you notice a challenging emotion, simply name it, like “fear,” “overwhelm,” “anger,”
“frustration,” or “sadness.” Affective labeling signi cantly reduces amygdala activity, the brain’s ghtight-freeze- re-up center, reducing stress and unhooking you from ruminating thoughts and
feelings.

3. Move Your Body
Move your body for 20 minutes each day. Mix it up between YouTube exercise videos, yoga, walks,
runs, or weights. (It's worth checking your local gym and studio websites. Many are streaming free
online classes during the public health crisis.) Movement not only improves physical health, it
improves mental wellness, creativity, and a sense of purpose.

4. Two-Minute Holiday
Step outside and soak in nature for two minutes. Look at the sky. Gaze at a tree. Feel the spring breeze.
Nature improves our brain’s functioning and overall sense of well-being, and helps us feel more
relaxed, inspired, and connected. During shelter-in-place, getting a good dose of the outdoors is that
much more important.

5. Self-Compassion Break
When in a moment of struggle, put your hand on your heart and close your eyes. Say to yourself, “This
is hard. This is really hard. May I be happy. May I be healthy. May I live with ease.” Include any additional
messages you need to hear. Compassion is the desire to relieve suffering—both our own and that of
others. When we acknowledge that something is hard (rather than brushing it under the rug), it
actually improves our motivation and goal achievement, in addition to our sense of peace.

6. Log Three Good Things
Write down three things that were awesome about your day: What made you happy? What are you
proud of? What challenges did you overcome? Continue this exercise for two weeks for feel good
results that can last up to six months.

7. Flip a 180
Get a sticky note. Write down what has you troubled. Now, turn the paper over and ip a 180. What is
the 180-degree opposite of your present state? What would it be like if your day looked more like your
180? From your 180, write one simple step you can take to move in that direction and then take action.
Flipping a 180 helps shift you out of rumination into a growth mindset, building your resilience.
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8. #Me4We
Close your eyes. As you inhale, think of a word or phrase that describes you as a local government
leader. As you exhale, think of how your advocacy is helping society. Selecting words that describe
who you are and what you want to advance connects you to a purpose greater than yourself,
generating awe and calm.
Now more than ever, we need to take time, make space, and engage support to be healthy and lead
effectively in civic life today. Thank you for your tremendous service and for who you are and all you
do. From my heart of hearts, I appreciate you.
Frieda K. Edgette is the award-winning founder of Courage to Run and Novos Consulting , a civic-minded
coaching and organizational strategy rm operating at the intersection of civic engagement, innovation, and
well-being. She has facilitated more than 200 civic change initiatives on ve continents and helped emerging to
veteran civic leaders through unpredictable environments while maintaining health. She instructs resilient
leadership at Stanford Continuing Studies and is an internationally certi ed leadership coach. Follow her at
@f riedakedgette.
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Five Ways to Overcome Feeling Overwhelmed
by Nicole Lance
Barely keeping my head above water. Slammed. Buried. Inundated. Drowning. Riding the struggle
bus. Overwhelmed.
Every day I talk to community leaders and public servants who are all echoing the same refrain:

We are overwhelmed. Whether a city manager of a large community or an
early-career employee who has been furloughed, this sentiment is ringing
true for all of us right now.
If you, your team members, or even family members are feeling overwhelmed, try some of these
strategies to help you overcome the overwhelm:

Practice radical presence.
Feelings of overwhelm often sweep over us when we are trying to manage more than one thing at a
time. If you are starting to feel swept away, take 30 seconds to become very present exactly where
you are. What tangible things do you see in front of you? Are you standing, sitting, lying down,
moving? What is the temperature of the space around you? If you are really struggling, try narrating
this out loud to help narrow your focus. “I am standing in my kitchen. I can see the coffee pot. It’s
warm in here because the oven is on.” When you are ready, turn this same tactic toward the task in
front of you and tackle it as your sole focus.
Reprinted f rom the ICMA Blog, May 4, 2020.
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Ensure good boundary hygiene.
When you are ghting the overwhelm monster, boundaries become your best friends. However, they
may look different than usual! Ask yourself where and when you need to set boundaries to
successfully navigate your day. Consider using micro-boundaries, such as working for 20 minutes
uninterrupted, but then putting a strict boundary around putting away your devices for the next 20. If
you nd yourself working constantly, create a “punch out” ritual to help yourself go off the clock for
breaks, lunch, or at the end of the day. You can always clock back in when needed!

Check your capacity.
Think of capacity as your ability to handle whatever the day has in store for you. Work to create
awareness of your capacity so you notice when it needs to be restored or if it needs to be maintained
differently. My partner and I start our day with a “capacity check,” asking each other how we’re feeling
in terms of readiness to tackle the day. This helps us provide support for each other and builds our
individual self-awareness. I also check in on my own capacity throughout the day so I have a better
understanding of when I am most optimally primed to take on the next task. I advise my coaching
clients to monitor their capacity on an ongoing basis throughout their weeks. If there are consistent
low spots or a continuous drain or decline, it is a good signal to you that you need to think about how
to restore or maintain your capacity differently. Pro tip: The capacity check also applies to teams, and
it can be a powerful conversation starter to ask your team about how they are doing in terms of
overall capacity and what might help maintain or restore the group’s capacity as a whole.

Consider priorities horizontally instead of vertically.
When you have competing priorities, it can be overwhelming to try and put them into a hierarchical
order to know where to start. It can also create pressure when you feel like you should only be
working on the “top priority.” Try thinking of your priorities in buckets that sit next to each other
instead of on top of each other. You can work on one, then move sideways to the next one and do the
work that is needed there. This helps eliminate fear of not doing enough or concerns that you are
ignoring something else important. Switch back and forth as needed until you have addressed each
priority.

Exhale.
You have been breathing your whole life. Leverage your breath to help you prevent feeling
overwhelmed by focusing on your exhale before doing any deep breathing. Our brains register the
amount of carbon dioxide in our systems. Ensuring that we fully expel our breath by deeply exhaling
helps clear the way for all that lovely, fresh oxygen to get more deeply into our systems. This is a great
way to rejuvenate and refresh both your physical and your mental capacity!
Pay attention to when you are feeling overwhelmed. Deploy the strategies listed above and talk
openly with those around you about how you are doing. Engage your team authentically in this
conversation.
Nicole Lance empowers individuals and teams to accelerate outcomes through strategy. She is the CEO of Lance
Strategies and Managing Partner of EXB Team and serves those who serve by providing training, coaching,
facilitation, and strategic planning services. Find out more about how Nicole can serve your team at
www.nicolelancestrategies.com and www.EXBteam.com.
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No Silver Bullet
by Ann Marie Townshend, AICP
Work/life balance … We all strive for it, but can we really achieve it. For those of us who choose a career
in local government management, work/life balance may be a struggle from the very beginning, when
we try to prove ourselves and demonstrate our skills. The struggle continues, often becoming
increasingly challenging with each step up the ladder.
As city managers, assistant managers, and department directors, we have signed up for jobs that have
demands 24/7. Advances in technology have made it increasingly dif cult to disconnect. Is there a way
to achieve balance between work and the rest of our lives?

Defining Work/Life Balance
What exactly is work/life balance? The answer is likely to be different for each person and may vary
with one’s stage in life and career. But we can identify a few common themes. Work/life balance
involves splitting time among work/career, family, and self. It involves attending to mental and
physical well-being and recognizing the physical and mental health risks that come when things are
out of balance.
Given the importance of work/life balance to success in career and family and to mental and physical
health, what can we do to achieve that balance? There’s no silver bullet, but this article will share some
strategies we can use to create balance in our lives and to nurture workplace cultures that promote
balance as well.
Reprinted f rom PM magazine, July 2, 2019.
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Effects of Stress on Physical and Mental Health
Local government management can be stressful as we strive to meet the expectations of multiple
bosses as well as manage the day-to-day priorities of running the city or county. The breakdown of a
trash truck can set back service delivery and be a budget buster. A downed tree knocking out power
to a neighborhood may require the manager to come to work in the middle of the night on a
Saturday. Tension between elected of cials may have the manager playing referee. Each of these
situations may cause stress, and none of them is an anomaly in local government.
While stress is part of life, chronic or prolonged stress is linked to health problems and burnout.
According to the American Psychological Association, the longer stress lasts, the more dangerous it is
for your mind and body. 1 Chronic stress can directly affect health or lead to unhealthy behaviors such
as overeating, smoking, and misuse of alcohol or drugs. The Mayo Clinic website includes a table of
common effects of stress, noting that, if unchecked, stress can contribute to many health problems,
including high blood pressure, heart disease, diabetes, and obesity.
Shawn VanVessen, a licensed clinical social worker with a private practice, frequently sees clients who
are struggling to maintain a work/life balance. 2 She says that many of her clients feel pressure because
it’s dif cult to get everything done and to feel that they’re successful in all facets of their lives.
Devoting time to oneself is an essential component of balance, and VanVessen notes the importance
of self-care. She stresses the need for eating well, exercising, getting enough sleep, and carving out
time to spend with people who are important to you. It’s particularly important to carve out time to
spend with your signi cant other and to make that relationship a priority.
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Changing Dynamics
As noted above, there’s no “one-size- ts-all” approach to work/life balance, and a person’s balance
may change over time. As a young mother, having a job close to home was a key strategy for me.
Geographic proximity allowed me to stop in at daycare, volunteer at school during my lunch hour, and
stop at home to see my husband and sons before going to an evening meeting. Now my children are
older, and I work for a municipality that is about 40 miles from home. It’s less important for me to be
close, but it is important for me to leave early to get to my son’s golf matches.
Colleagues and friends have shared their experiences with achieving balance. One colleague has a
demanding job that requires frequent travel. In her case, her husband left the workforce to stay home
with their children. Another cut back to part time when her children were young to accommodate her
husband’s work travel demands. Just as the family has changed over the decades, the ways in which
families work to balance competing demands has changed as well.
Kyle Gay is a 33-year-old law associate working to grow her municipal law practice. She is a mother to
two young children, ages two-and-a-half and six months. She says that for her, balance is when she’s
happy in her work life and her home life.
While Gay can’t pinpoint anything speci c, she says she can feel when things are out of balance. She
typically works from home for a couple of hours every night after she puts her children to bed. Gay
believes this is critical because it allows her exibility during the day to take the kids to the doctor or
have lunch with a friend. Other colleagues keep a rm line between work and home, not bringing any
work home, and in some cases going back into the of ce after things wind down at home to get work
done.

Strategies for Achieving and Maintaining Balance
So, if achieving balance is important to our health, our family, and our career, what strategies can we
use to achieve and maintain balance?

Prioritize. For many years, we’ve heard the message that we can do it all. Not only has this been
shown to be untrue, but it places undue pressure on all of us to achieve career and nancial success,
have a perfect home, and be perfect parents to perfect children. Trying to live up to all of these
expectations sets us up for failure.
In their book The ONE Thing, Gary Keller and Jay Papasan argue that we can’t do it all and that we
need to nd and focus on the one thing that is most important and will have the most impact. 3 While
their book doesn’t focus on work/life balance, and even argues that it is a myth, Keller and Papasan
focus on the importance of prioritization. They argue that success is not achieved by doing everything
or by working more or longer hours, but by prioritizing that “one thing.”
Local government management imposes many after-hours demands on our time. Board,
commission, and council meetings are most often in the evening. Community engagement activities
are also scheduled for evenings and weekends for the convenience of residents. To maintain family as
a priority with these work demands, a manager may need to leave the of ce early to attend children’s
sporting events, art shows, and other important activities.
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Similarly important is prioritizing at work. To-do lists will always be long, but without prioritization,
managers nd themselves extremely busy while getting little done. Create short to-do lists that are
manageable and address priorities. Developing a system of prioritization that works for you will help
with both stress reduction and work/life balance.

Communicate at home and at work. Kyle Gay, the law associate, notes the importance of
communication to achieving and maintaining balance. She communicates with her associates and
partners about her schedule limitations. She and her husband sit down every Sunday and preview the
week ahead so that each knows what the other has planned. This way, if they need to ask a family
member for help with the children, they can provide adequate notice.
Keeping a family calendar is also a good communication tool. While some use apps on smart phones
or tablets, my family relies heavily on a calendar hanging on the kitchen wall. We use it only for events
and appointments that are important for all of us to know about, and we refer to it daily. We plan
meals, carpools, and everything else based on the calendar.
Communication also means listening to family members, including a spouse or signi cant other. I can
count on my husband to tell me when things are out of whack, and I have often responded in a
defensive manner. As I mature, I have tried to be mindful of my reaction and realize that my husband’s
feedback is necessary to keeping a healthy balance.

Ask for help. Managers can ask for help by asking a friend or family member to pick up the kids or
asking colleagues to chip in to help meet a priority in the of ce. So often we feel we need to do it all on
our own. If we simply ask for help, we often nd that others are more than willing to step in.
Asking for help can also mean knowing when you need more signi cant assistance in managing
stress. Most organizations offer employee assistance programs (EAPs) at no cost to employees. These
programs provide a variety of con dential services, including short-term counseling and referrals for
employees who are experiencing personal and/or work-related problems. Perhaps short-term
counseling services could provide you with strategies you need to get through a particularly stressful
and challenging time. If needed, the EAP can provide referrals to longer-term counseling services.

Unplug. While technology has helped provide exibility in how we work, it has also made it
increasingly challenging to separate work life from home life. While completely disconnecting during
“non-work” hours is likely impractical for municipal managers, it’s possible to unplug for certain
periods of time.
In my household we implemented a rule that phones were not allowed at the dinner table. If a phone
rang, the call would wait until dinner was done. This ensured that the time we spent together as a
family every day was not interrupted by other distractions, whether work or social. Another strategy
that works for some people is to disconnect prior to bedtime. Even if you must keep your phone close
at hand in case of emergency, perhaps committing to no e-mail or social media after 10:00 p.m. will
help. Whatever the strategy, designating a time to disconnect allows us to live in the moment and
focus on family and self.
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Attend to your health. Stay active, exercise, eat right, and get rest. Regular exercise is known to reduce
stress and boost your immune system. While it can be a challenge to t exercise into a busy schedule,
developing healthy habits can mitigate stress. Habits are dif cult to develop, but once in place they
become second nature. Many managers have developed an exercise habit—a morning jog, regular
gym time, or a lunch-time walk.
Similarly, while it’s easy to fall into the bad habit of skipping meals or grabbing meals on the go,
planning ahead for meals or keeping nutritious foods on hand can ensure that a healthy diet doesn’t
fall by the wayside. As an example, I try to keep tuna pouches, vegetables for salad, nuts, and fruit on
hand so that no matter how unpredictable the day is, I can avoid eating junk food because it’s the only
thing available.
Proper sleep is also vital to personal health and professional productivity. So if that city council
meeting keeps you at work until midnight, nd time in that week to rest and rejuvenate. Build your
calendar around this and stick to it.

Avoid making too many commitments. When asked about the hardest part of balancing work and
non-work priorities, several colleagues responded that the hardest part is saying no. Often, when we
set priorities, it means saying no to the things that aren’t in this category.
Eric Norenberg, city manager in Milford, Delaware, says “while saying no is the hardest part of
achieving balance, it gets easier over time.” Both Norenberg and Sharon Lynn, city manager in
Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, note that saying no is particularly challenging early on in a job.
In addition to saying no, we need to communicate to our elected of cials that if new projects and
requests need to be prioritized, others may need to be deferred. An annual retreat to prioritize
projects, plus periodic updates, can help with this, but managers also need to speak up when a request
cannot be ful lled.

Be the example. Norenberg points to the importance of setting an example for others in the
organization. As a manager, if he tells his staff they should make family a priority, then he needs to
walk the talk. Employees are going to pay more attention to the example he sets than to the words he
speaks.
Norenberg has also created opportunities for city employees and their families to volunteer on service
projects, providing a stronger connection to the community. This initiative also allowed employees to
meet each other’s families and interact in a more relaxed environment than the typical workplace.
Because we’re managers, employees look to us to set the tone for the workplace. If we skip meals and
work countless hours, those who want to move up in the organization will believe that is what it takes.

A Final Word
If I said that I’ve found the key to work/life balance and integrated it seamlessly into my career, that
would be a lie. However, when I look back, I see how my family’s de nition of balance has shifted over
time and how we have adapted.
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Each career move has included a family discussion about what the change will mean in terms of night
meetings and other commitments. In my most recent move, I told my employer at the interview
stage that I had promised my family that we would not move until the kids nished high school. This
has meant a 40-mile commute, and it was important for me to know that both my family and my
employer were on board.
At times, I’ve felt headed toward burnout because I was trying to do it all. The strategies suggested
earlier have been important in pulling things back into balance. One nal strategy for nding harmony
in work and personal life is knowing when it’s time to move on. As many managers have learned, there
are times when politics (at times directed toward the manager) become toxic and undermine a
manager’s efforts to maintain balance. At these times, moving on may be the best option.
Remember, you’re more productive, healthier, and happier when you maintain a balance among all
facets of your life. While sometimes this may feel like a lost cause, you can achieve it with prioritization,
communication, attention to your personal needs, and openness to asking for help.
Ann Marie Townshend, AICP, is city manager, Lewes, Delaware ( ATownshend@ ci.lewes.de.us).

Endnotes and Resources
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https://www.apa.org/helpcenter/stress.

2

Personal interview with the author.

3

Gary Keller and Jay Papasan, The ONE Thing: The Surprisingly Simple Truth Behind Extraordinary Results (Austin,
Texas: Bard Press); copyright 2012 Rellek Publishing Partners Ltd.
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Feeling Burned Out? Here Is What to Do
About It
by Samantha Wagner
Heavy workload. An increase in job pressures. Con icting expectations. Each of these demands can
easily be the cause of workplace burnout. And now the World Health Organization (WHO) has
identi ed workplace burnout as an "occupational phenomenon" that may warrant medical attention.
While not classi ed as a disease or a medical condition, workplace burnout is nonetheless a wellde ned syndrome, according to WHO.

"Burnout is a syndrome conceptualized as resulting from chronic
workplace stress that has not been successfully managed," according to
the organization.
Burnout has three characteristics, according to WHO:
Feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion.
Increased mental distance from one’s job, or feelings of negativism or cynicism related to one's
job.
Reduced professional ef cacy.
Reprinted f rom the ICMA Blog, February 3, 2020.
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If you think you might be experiencing one or more of these burnout characteristics, don’t ignore it; it
can lead to greater physical and mental issues.
To get back to thriving in the workplace, try these steps to combat burnout:

Avoid Making Too Many Commitments
When Ann Marie Townshend, city manager of Lewes, Delaware, asked her local government
peers about the hardest part of balancing work and non-work priorities, several colleagues responded
that the hardest part is saying no. Often, when we set priorities, it means saying no to the things that
aren’t in this category.
Eric Norenberg, city manager of Milford, Delaware, says “while saying no is the hardest part of
achieving balance, it gets easier over time.” Both Norenberg and Sharon Lynn, city manager of
Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, note that saying no is particularly challenging early on in a job.
In addition to saying no, we need to communicate to our elected of cials that if new projects and
requests need to be prioritized, others may need to be deferred. An annual retreat to prioritize
projects, plus periodic updates, can help with this, but managers also need to speak up when a request
cannot be ful lled.

Choose Your Priorities Wisely
In the PM magazine article, Too Many Priorities for Your Own Good?, author and presenter on work-life
balance Jeff Davidson recommends that you write down everything that's important to you in life,
personally and professionally. Caution: It's hard to separate personal and professional lives when it
comes to priorities, because your life is a system in which what you do in one realm affects what
happens in the other. Still, write down everything.
Several days later, reexamine the list and cross out things that don't ring true anymore, and add things
if you forgot them earlier. Another day, look at the list again and see if any items can be grouped
together.
Reword and re-label priorities. If you're uncertain about an item, consider dropping it. Go through the
same process the next day as well.
Next, prepare a draft of your priority list. Although the list might change over time, stay with it for now.
Whether the list has four, seven, or nine items, maintain the list. If the list has 18 or 24 items, pare it
down further to avoid overwhelming yourself.
As you examine your list, become a consultant to yourself. When faced with a problem, President
Richard Nixon would become a consultant to himself, referring to himself in the third person, which
allowed him a degree of objectivity that normally can't be reached by facing an issue head-on.
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Set the Right Tone for What Constitutes a Workday
Johanna N. Leonard, AICP, community development director of Evanston, Illinois, reminds managers
and staff that we need to stick to working hours for the workday and determine when it’s appropriate
to extend that day beyond the set time. Additionally, people often boast how they “worked nonstop”
or “worked through lunch.” Lunch can be a good time to take a break or catch up on non-work tasks.
Reminding workers to take that lunch and leading by example are important in setting a tone. It’s
important that the culture not imply that working late or through lunch de nes a hard worker.

Build and Maintain Personal and Professional Support Networks
Support networks made up of family, friends, and professional associates can reinforce other stressmanagement strategies. The ICMA publication, The Effective Local Government
Manager, recommends:
Having close con dants who can help you assess a stressful situation and design a control
strategy to deal with the source, who can provide honest and trusted advice as well as
encourage and perhaps participate with the manager in an exercise or health maintenance
program.
A support network of individuals who understand at least part of the pressures you face and
who have your interests at heart.
Trusted department heads or other work associates – especially those whose mutual interests
and personalities bind you in a friendship extending beyond occupational ties.
Someone who offers unconditional support, a sympathetic ear, and ideally, an unshakable
emotional foundation.
Colleagues who hold similar positions in other communities. They can offer camaraderie at
professional association events and expert advice on dif cult or sensitive issues.
Personal friends who have no occupational ties can offer diversion, relief from daily pressures,
and an outsider’s view of troublesome matters.

Stop Owning Other People's Stuff
How often do you hear yourself saying, "Never mind, I'll do it myself.” Probably more often than you'd
like, and this habit takes up your precious minutes in no time. The solution, says author Jackie
Gaines, is to hold others accountable for their responsibilities. This includes your children, your spouse,
and your colleagues. Let "never mind..." be the exception instead of the rule.
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PEOPLE FIRST: The Road to Recovery
by Kelly Houghteling
In March 2021, we hit the one-year mark of the pandemic reaching the United States. After a year of
responding and pivoting, it is time to think about recovery, resiliency, and how to build back stronger
communities.
As local government leaders, this is the moment we should be leading rather than lagging to create
stronger organizations by taking care of our staff.

Support Families
A 2019 bene ts study conducted by SHRM found only 4 percent of employers offer subsidized
childcare. To support families during the pandemic and beyond, reliable childcare is needed. So, let’s
harness the creative problem-solvers in our organizations by bringing folks together, building systems,
and providing the resources needed. Could we subsidize the cost of childcare for employees who
attend night meetings? Or offer onsite childcare at recreation centers for employees? And more
broadly, how are local zoning and building codes hindering the expansion of childcare in our
communities? Are we convening nonpro t and community partners to assess shared choke points
and needs?

Reprinted f rom PM magazine, March 31, 2021.
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Advocate for Paid Family Leave
The United States is the only industrialized nation with zero weeks of paid parental leave. I repeat: we
are the only nation with zero weeks of paid leave. We need to offer gender neutral pay for birth and
adoption. We cannot claim to support family values without backing it up with policies. In the absence
of federal action on this issue, it’s time for us to lead at the local level. Offering paid leave to both
parents has shown to create greater equity at home with shared responsibilities, improve children’s
health, increase bonding, and reduce stress as parents adapt to the exhaustion they face when
welcoming a new child. As a bonus, research shows paid leave fosters a greater sense of employee
loyalty, increases employee retention, and is an attractive bene t in employee recruitment.

Offer Flexible Schedules and Remote Work
Even when we return to work, I believe exible schedules will be the expectation of employees. We
should also reimagine our built environment at city hall with less traditional of ce spaces and more
shared conference room space for collaboration. It’s time to formalize this structure rather than
viewing it as a temporary reality.

Advance Racial Equity
What steps are you taking to normalize conversations about race? If we are not willing to be
vulnerable and drop the script internally, how will we ever be able to create new policies and practices
to advance racial equity for our entire community? I get it, this conversation is uncomfortable, but we
have a responsibility to tackle it head on. If you need resources, check out the Government Alliance on
Race and Equity (racialequityalliance.org), a national network working to achieve racial equity and
advance opportunities for all.

Host Thoughtful Gatherings
Zoom fatigue is real. Have you ever left a meeting and thought, “that could have been an email”?
When planning gatherings, start backwards and think about your desired outcome. Inform
participants of the purpose, send materials ahead of time, and allow for healthy controversy. And if
you are the organizer, you cannot delegate your authority. You must ensure the conversation moves
forward productively. If you allow a staff member to derail the meeting, it is your responsibility to
course correct. I highly recommend Priya Parker’s book, The Art of Gathering, for more ideas on
hosting meetings and events. Once we enter the “post-Covid” world of in-person gatherings again, it
will be more important than ever to be intentional about the time we spend together, while
celebrating the colleagues in our organizations and partners in our communities.

Kelly Houghteling is deputy town administrator of Wellington, Colorado, and president of The League
of Women in Government.
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Supporting a Management Colleague in Distress
by Kevin Duggan, ICMA-CM & Frank Benest, Ed.D, ICMA-CM
Have you ever . . .
Read or heard that a colleague was under re?
Witnessed a colleague who seemed uncharacteristically “uptight” or “stressed out”?
Wanted to support a colleague in distress but did not know how?
Felt under duress yourself and, looking back, wished that someone would have reached out to you?
There is no doubt that being a local government executive is often an extremely challenging job. In
fact, in California during 2015, Cal-ICMA surveyed city and county managers and conducted follow-up
focus groups to identify con icts and stressors impacting managers’ work lives.
Among the principal challenges identi ed were:
Governing board members who do not understand or value the council-manager form of
government.
Attempts by governing board members to interfere with administrative matters or to
micromanage.
Political con icts among governing board members or “outlier” members, causing serious
negative impacts on the staff and the organization.
Reprinted f rom PM magazine, March 1, 2017.
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Sources of stress can also arise from nancial challenges, community discord, negative media
coverage, personal attacks, ethical challenges, and con ict with department heads.

A Professional Value—Support for One Another
It has long been a value in local government professional management to support our colleagues. It is
understood that our profession has unique challenges and demands. It is often dif cult for those who
are not doing our work to fully appreciate the pressures that managers experience.
The profession can often feel “lonely” if we have few in our communities with whom we can con de. It
is for all these reasons that the local government management profession has an expectation of
collegial support.
While it has long been a value in our profession to reach out to colleagues in distress, our profession
does not always live up to this expectation. The reasons for not doing so can be varied and
understandable.
We may simply not be aware of the distress that a colleague is experiencing. Even when we do
perceive the distress, we may not always reach out to offer support. We may not be proactive
because:
We may fail to see it as our role.
We are busy with our professional and personal lives and nd that, even if we intend to reach
out, we do not get around to it.
We may not know how to appropriately reach out.
We may feel uncomfortable bringing up a sensitive topic with a colleague. We are anxious about
how our concern and efforts to support will be perceived by the colleague.
While we may feel uncertainty regarding reaching out and supporting others, it can make a world of
difference to a colleague. Likewise, we in local government management need to create a culture of
support and caring so that support is offered when we ourselves need it.

Warning Signs of Distress
In order to be able to support colleagues in distress, we must rst recognize the warning signs and
symptoms of distress. The warning signs may include one or several of these symptomatic attitudes
or behaviors:
Withdrawal from colleagues or increasing isolation; for example, a manager may stop coming
to professional meetings.
Emotional outbursts.
Loss of patience.
Frustration with the daily give-and-take with elected of cials.
Denigration of elected of cials, staff, and community players.
Feeling “put-upon” or not understood.
Lack of engagement.
Self-doubt or questioning one’s professional judgment.
Resigned to gridlock or con ict. Feeling overly fatigued.
Drinking to excess.
Loss of weight.
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How can we be sure if a colleague is experiencing any of these symptoms and facing challenges?
There are often four ways to sense a colleague is under duress:
1. You may personally observe troubling behaviors or attitudes.
2. You may hear of a manager in distress from other colleagues who have recently interacted with the
manager.
3. You may hear a comment from one of your department heads or elected of cials who may have
heard from a counterpart in another jurisdiction served by the colleague in trouble.
4. You may be alerted by coverage in the news media that a colleague is in distress.

Providing Support
To check your perceptions, you may want to talk to other managers to see if they also see some
symptoms of distress exhibited by the colleague. The basic approach is to proactively reach out,
engage your colleague in conversation, ask questions, empathize, and demonstrate that you care.
Here are speci c ideas on how to reach out to a colleague:
Call your colleague and ask how he or she is doing. While this would hopefully be followed up by a
meeting, it can be the best way to undertake an initial outreach.
Invite the colleague to meet one-on-one. If you can get the colleague away from his or her of ce, it
can promote open conversation that initially focuses on non-work-related topics, including family,
sports, or some other topic you may have in common.
This can help create a relaxed atmosphere to encourage open communication. Perhaps you can invite
the colleague to a mutually appealing away-from-work activity like a sporting event, a short walk, or a
hike.
Ask open-ended questions and simply listen. To help your colleague share, you can ask these types of
open-ended questions:
You don’t seem as energized in your role anymore. What is happening?
There seems to be a lot of con ict on your board. How is that affecting you?
Your board and community seem very demanding and even unforgiving. Are you and staff
members feeling under the gun?
Your local press seems hypercritical. How is that impacting you and your organizational team?
How is your family dealing with the adversity that you are experiencing?
How have you tried to respond to this challenging situation?
Do you feel that current circumstances are taking a toll on you?
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Listening to and acknowledging your colleague’s challenges without necessarily providing solutions is
a gift and demonstrates that you care.
Take your colleague to a meeting. If the manager in distress is withdrawing and becoming isolated,
you can suggest that you pass by city hall and pick up the manager on the way to a local, regional, or
state meeting of fellow professionals. This also provides an opportunity to engage the manager in
conversation to and from the meeting.
Share your own challenges and “story. ” It may be helpful to share similar challenges and adversity that
you have faced in your career. This can demonstrate that bad times do not last forever and can be
overcome. Again, you share your relevant “story” or experience as an opportunity to empathize, not to
solve the problem.
Provide resources and advice, if appropriate. The key is to provide social and emotional support while
also identifying other resources that may be of assistance. Possible questions to explore include:
What have you tried to do to address the situation?
What are some other options?
Have you considered ________?
May I send you an article (or other resource) that I have found helpful?
Have you considered talking to ________? She faced a similar problem.
Have you considered a “coach” to assist you in thinking through this dif cult situation? (See
ICMA Career Compass #45 “City Managers Need Coaches Too” available at
icma.org/careercompass.)
In terms of resources, the Cal-ICMA Survival Skills Project is currently developing a website in
conjunction with the Institute of Local Government to provide a one-stop compendium of resources.
These online resources will help promote positive council-manager relationships and help assist
managers survive and thrive as they experience adversity.
Encourage others to reach out. To provide additional social support, it may be a good idea to suggest
that another manager or the ICMA senior adviser in the region reach out as well.

Ethical Issues
Suppose the colleague’s distress is a result of actual or alleged inappropriate conduct and unethical
behavior. There can be occasions when a fellow manager is in trouble because of poor judgment,
unprofessional actions, or alleged unethical behavior. If the trouble is self-in icted and even
detrimental to the profession, some managers wonder if they should reach out to the colleague.
It is also important, however, to keep in mind that there are circumstances when managers are
unfairly accused of misconduct by those seeking to discredit the manager or seek some sort of
advantage.
There certainly can be circumstances when the conduct of a colleague is so egregious that offering
“support” is not appropriate. There can also be circumstances when even self-in icted wounds, short
of clearly unethical and illegal behavior, can result in impacts that call for peer support.
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Often, we may not know if the accusations made against a colleague are valid. If you do not know, you
can reach out to support your colleague without judging what may have happened or offering
unconditional support.

Building a Culture of Support
Many of us in local government management experience distress at different points in our careers. To
survive and hopefully thrive, we need to feel that we are part of a professional community that cares
about and is willing to support us.
While it may be dif cult the rst time we reach out and engage a troubled colleague, our skills in doing
so, like most things, will improve with practice. Besides, we will nd that it is rewarding to help others.
Such a community of caring will also support us when we need assistance.
Managers can build a culture of support and caring by:
Recognizing the warning sights of colleagues in distress.
Reaching out to those in need and providing support.
Encouraging others to do the same.
Kevin Duggan, ICMA-CM, is a former ICMA West Coast Regional Director. Frank Benest, Ed.D., ICMA-CM , is ICMA
Liaison for Next Generation Initiatives and a former city manager of Palo Alto.
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Career Compass No. 85: To Thrive in PostPandemic, Enhance Employee Experience
by Frank Benest, Ed.D, ICMA-CM

I am deputy city manager of a mid-sized urban city government. In response to the COVID-19 crisis,
we have made, with great dif culty, signi cant budgets cuts, including employee layoffs. Our city
government has a history of being an effective organization in addressing the many demands from
the city council and community. Even with the cuts, we will still be able to deliver in some fashion
many of our basic and essential services.
My big concern (shared by our department heads) is that our organization will only be able to limp
along. Our remaining managers and other employees are overwhelmed, discouraged, and hunkered
down.
How do we revitalize our organization going forward?

Most local governments across the country are suffering through major budget cutbacks but will be
able to survive in one form or another. However, given our challenges, we need effective, innovative,
and responsive public agencies more than ever.
Reprinted f rom the ICMA website, August 28, 2020.
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Here is the key challenge: Recognizing your deep cuts, including layoffs, how do you overcome this
organizational damage and thrive in the future? I believe that the answer is enhancing the employee
experience in your organization.

Why Focus on Employee Experience?
Layoffs and other major budget cuts demoralize an organization. The negative consequences are
signi cant:
Productivity and customer service decline.
Fear is pervasive, undercutting the kind of creativity needed to overcome the cutbacks.
Talent ees.
Costs increase, such as sick leave, other absenteeism, and worker compensation claims.
Employee engagement plummets.
Just surviving as an organization is insuf cient. To thrive in the post-pandemic era, local governments
must focus on developing and retaining talent and enhancing the employee experience.

Why Does Talent Matter?
Local governments are service- and knowledge-driven. Therefore, they are totally dependent on good
talent. All new solutions, even technology-driven solutions, require talent. (See Kip Harkness and
Frank Benest, “ Tech Talent—How To Attract and Retain Tech-Savvy Professionals,” Public
Management, June 2018.)
Engaged and committed talent is required if your organization is to
Maintain productivity and customer service despite the cutbacks.
Sustain the innovations created during the initial response to the pandemic.
Re-engineer and streamline existing processes and practices in order to achieve ef ciencies.
Create new services given the needs of your community.
Partner with other public, nonpro t, and private-sector entities in delivering new solutions.
Incorporate new technologies.
Engage the energies of community groups and volunteers.

The problem is that good talent is mobile.
The problem is that good talent is mobile. Talented employees can easily leave. In fact, the literature
calls these employees “free exiters” (they can freely exit). Therefore, here is the challenge: How do you
create the “social glue” so talented professionals stay with you and help you overcome your
dif culties?

What Is Your Employee Value Proposition?
Your employee value proposition (EVP) is de ned as the unique set of monetary and nonmonetary
rewards and bene ts that the organization provides to employees in exchange for their skills,
capabilities, commitment, and contributions.

How your employees experience the organization is the critical factor in
attracting, retaining, and energizing employees.
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Your EVP is a key differentiator as you compete for new talent and retain that talent over time. EVP
helps you de ne who you are as an organization and thus stand out from competitors.
Assuming that your local government pays more or less competitively, how your employees
experience the organization is the critical factor in attracting, retaining, and energizing employees.

How Do You Explore Your EVP?
The best way to explore your EVP is of course to ask employees. In a series of focus groups or smallgroup discussions with different employee groups and/or through periodic surveys, ask employees
three basic questions:
1. Why would a talented professional want to join our organization and stay with us?
2. Why would a talented professional be reluctant to join our organization and stay with us?
3. What tangible steps could we take so it is more likely that employees will want to join us and
stay with us?
In one of the agencies where I served as city manager and in many workshops that I have conducted
as a trainer, we asked people about their organization’s EVP. Here is a sampling of some of their
typical responses:
Some of the Pluses
Opportunity to make a difference, build community, save the planet.
Meaningful work.
Competitive salary, good bene ts.
Good and dedicated coworkers.
Effective top management.
Business-like governing board.
Colleagues with diverse skills and expertise.
“Family”-like environment.
Commitment to public service.
Good values.
Strong partnerships with other entities.
Opportunity to see the impact of my work.
Opportunities to learn and grow.
Some of the Minuses
Too much bureaucracy and red tape; can’t get anything done.
Silos.
Rule-bound.
Risk averse.
“Political” decision-making by management.
Constantly changing priorities.
Little exibility in scheduling.
No governing board or community appreciation of local government employees.
Out-of-date legacy technology.
Controlling mid-manager.
Too slow to change.
Top-down management.
Little opportunity to advance.
Governing board is too reactive to pressure from special interests.
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I suggest that you ask senior management the three questions above and then do the same with
different employee groups and compare their responses. There may be a disconnect that you need to
explore.
It is also important to pose the three questions regarding your EVP to your governing board, perhaps
at a study session or retreat. Governing board members might be able to identify why employees
would want to join and stay with your organization. They typically have some dif culty in identifying
why employees would be reluctant to join or stay with your agency. This kind of discussion helps the
governing board sense areas of improvement (such as funding for employee development) and
support the efforts to enhance your EVP and the overall employee experience. (See Frank Benest,
“ Winning the War for Talent: The Elected Of cial’s Role,” Western City , Aug 2018.)

What Are the Five Elements to an Energizing Employee Experience?
It is not about making employees “happy.” Rather, the key is creating the conditions to help
employees become engaged, energized, and committed.
Based on my practice as a local government manager and the literature on this topic, I have identi ed
ve key elements that lead to a vital and energizing employee experience.

1. Purpose
Local government has a competitive advantage because our work is meaningful. Daniel Pink in his
book, Drive (2009), identi ed purpose as one of three key self-motivators. (The other two selfmotivators are autonomy and mastery. See below for further discussion.)
The problem is that leaders do not often articulate the purpose behind the work or help people explore
the meaning behind their efforts. Think of your typical staff meeting. We run into the meeting and
immediately start talking about “what” we’re going to do and “how” we’re going to do it. We need to
“start with the why.” (See Simon Sinek, TED Talk, “ How Great Leaders Inspire Action.”)
For instance, a meeting with park maintenance workers should start with some discussion of why the
maintenance of city parks is important to the community. Different workers may have different
“why’s.” Some may say that maintaining the parks beauti es the urban environment, or helps people
relax and enjoy their leisure, or enhances family and community life. Purpose energizes our work.
Consequently, all our meetings and reports should brie y identify the “why” of our work.
Another way to infuse more meaning into everyone’s work is to “recraft” jobs. In conducting a “stay
interview,” identify with the employee what tasks, assignments, relationships, and learning
opportunities are meaningful and energize the person. (See Career Compass No. 80: To Retain Talent,
Use ‘Stay Interviews’. ) Then work with the employee to tweak their assignments so they get to
experience more purpose. (See Jane Dutton, “ What Job Crafting Looks Like,” hbr.org, March 12, 2012.)
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2. Autonomy
No one wants to be told exactly how to do a task or complete a project. People hate controlling
micromanagers. Within certain guide rails, people desire autonomy to “ gure it out” and nd the best
way to solve a problem.
As the Gallup research indicates, people join an organization because of the compensation, or the
opportunity to do good work or advance. They leave an organization because of a poor relationship
with their boss. (See Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman, First Break All the Rules: What the
World’s Great Managers Do Differently , 1999.)
To help managers move from a top-down directive style to a more coaching style, organizations must
commit to provide leadership development training, especially in the realm of soft skills. As one
advances into management, it is the soft skills that produce the hard results (and improves the
employee experience).
As one example, San Mateo County, California, provides a trained one-to-one coach to every new
manager as well as supervisory and management training.
In the post-pandemic world, employees will desire to maintain greater levels of autonomy that they
experienced when they worked remotely. Moreover, local government agencies will also require
employees to act with more autonomy. With leaner organizations, local governments need staff
people to step up and take on new roles and assignments. To be successful, people must have
appropriate autonomy with support and coaching so they can stretch and grow, make missteps, learn
from those mistakes, and help our local governments address new challenges.

3. Learning and growth
The opportunity to learn and grow is critical to a positive employee experience. There are many ways
to promote learning and development:
Stretch assignments.
Pilot projects.
Job rotations.
Acting or interim assignments.
Team leadership opportunities.
Staf ng a city commission or neighborhood advisory council.
Lunch-and-learn sessions.
Book clubs.
Formal or informal coaching.
Leadership or management academies.
Talent exchanges within the organization or with adjacent local governments.
To promote a learning culture, WD-40 CEO Gary Ridge often challenges his employees with a
question: “When was the last time you did something for the rst time?” (See Bill Taylor, “ 5 Questions
To Ask About Corporate Culture To Get Beyond the Usual Blather, ” hbr.org, June 1, 2017.)
One of the best ways to promote learning is to debrief every signi cant experience with your team:
What went well? What did not go so well? What did we learn for future practice?
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Learning also promotes “mastery,” one of the three self-motivators posed by Daniel Pink. Nothing is
more motivating than making progress and getting better at something that is personally
meaningful. (See Monique Valcour, “ You Can’t Be a Great Manager if You’re Not a Good Coach,”
hbr.org, July 17, 2014.) Gallup’s research suggests that learning and growth are big factors driving
engagement and commitment. (For list of the 12 drivers of employee engagement, see SHRM HR
News, “ The Gallup Q12 Employee Engagement Questionnaire,” May 1, 2020.)
Most employees are also interested in how they can advance in their careers. Without too much
dif culty or cost, HR can offer in-person or online workshops on how employees can take charge of
their careers; learn about career ladders and what is required to move up; and develop resume,
interview, and networking skills.
The good news is that talent development and learning activities are cheap. While budget-cutting
may eliminate most travel and outside training, employee development is cheaper than most other
investments that we fund, such as capital projects or technology. Moreover, there are inexpensive
webinars or free coaching programs. For example, the ICMA Coaching Program offers to all local
government employees no-charge webinars and free one-to-one coaching.

4. Belonging
People want to feel a sense of social support. As a result of our sheltering-in-place experience, all of us
now more fully appreciate the need for social contact and community. Again, one of Gallup’s 12
drivers of employee engagement is “At work, someone cares about me.”
We spend most of our waking hours working. Therefore, a sense of community and belonging is
critical to creating a positive employee experience.
There are many ways to promote belonging, caring, and connection:
Build relationships (for instance, conduct a walking meeting or meet at a café; have a
conversation about family or non-work activities).
Tell personal and professional stories at team meetings and encourage others to do the same.
Share some of your non-work self with others in order that they too share some of their selves.
Ask questions to start conversations with colleagues and listen.
Provide scheduling exibility and telework opportunities so people can have more balanced
lives.
Conduct listening meetings or larger town hall meetings with employees.
Support people when they are struggling (for example, if someone is caring for a family
member, offer some remote work so the employee can attend to their family).
Develop a wellness program not only to cut costs but to also demonstrate that your
organization cares about employees.
Celebrate everything, work and non-work related.
(See Career Compass No. 79: Leading By Connecting. )
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5. Culture of Gratitude
Employees want to be recognized for their good work. Gallup identi es recognition as another key
driver of employee recognition (“In the last seven days, I have received recognition or praise for doing
good work”).
As a result of the COVID-19 crisis, all of us have become more aware and appreciative of rst
responders, health care workers, grocery clerks, child care providers, and sanitation workers. In our
local government organizations, how do we sustain this awareness and continue to recognize
essential workers of all kinds? Everyone is a “hero.”
While we may have eliminated the annual employee appreciation dinner due to budget cuts, there are
simple and inexpensive ways to recognize people. For example, start each staff meeting with a “team
accomplishment” segment when anyone can give a shout out, recognizing a team member’s
contribution. While attending a city council or commission meeting, write personal thank you notes
to the budget or technology or communication team members. (Writing recognition notes during
city council meetings was the only way that I kept my sanity over 36 years of council meetings.)
Good managers and team members should not only express appreciation for the work being done by
one’s colleague, but should also express gratitude for the person and what he or she brings to the
team and organization. (See Mike Robbins, “ Why Employees Need Both Recognition and
Appreciation,” hbr.org, Nov 12, 2019.)

How Do You Proceed?
To develop the process of enhancing the employee experience and bolstering workplace culture,
productivity and creative problem-solving, you might want to consider the following steps:
Prepare senior and mid-management to focus on your EVP. Before working to enhance your
employee experience in the post-pandemic world, prepare the executive team and other senior
managers and middle-managers. Discussion topics include:
After severe budget cuts, what is the state of our organization and our capacity to
respond to current and future demands?
Why focus on our employee experience and workplace culture?
What would be our role in leading such an initiative?
How should we get started?
How should we communicate our intentions to the rest of the organization?
Form a citywide “culture champions” team to develop a change campaign.
Ensure that the culture champs are energized by the prospect of improving the
employee experience and workplace culture (you might want to have staff bid on the
opportunity to serve on the team).
Secure champs from every department.
Include a department director on the team to serve as an executive sponsor (the role of
executive sponsor is to communicate team efforts with the city manager and other
department heads and help the team remove any roadblocks or remove red tape).
Provide training and other support for the team.
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Consider separate department culture champ teams, since every department (even every
division) is often a culture of its own.
Conduct focus groups (as well as any surveys) with different employee groups to identify your
EVP.
Summarize the input from all groups, including themes.
Commit to share the “Enhancing Our Employee Experience” plan with all and update the
organization as the initiative moves forward.
Develop and implement a citywide plan to enhance your employee experience, including
program elements, timelines, and a few key metrics.
Ensure that plan includes soft skills training (including coaching skills) for supervisors and
managers, incorporating the ve elements promoting a vital employee experience.
Consider the opportunity for each department team to create its own mini-plan
(complementing the citywide plan).
Implement the plan with active city manager and department head support.
Demonstrate and celebrate progress along the way.

What Is the Role of Top Management?
In many cases, the city manager and department directors give passive support to such
organizational change initiatives. . . which then die over time. Active support requires more than
funding (most of the activities to enhance the employee experience require little funding). HR can
provide technical expertise but the culture initiative must be “owned” by top management, not HR.
Otherwise, it will fail.
Active support requires the following commitments:
Understanding and promoting the “why” behind the initiative.
Engaging middle managers in the discussions and holding them accountable for supporting
any efforts (change happens or not in the middle of the organization).
Marketing program activities at all staff meetings and keeping the issue alive.
Serving as role models with respect to living the ve key elements to a vital employee
experience (modeling is the most powerful way to change culture).
Ensuring that all employees have the opportunity and time to engage in learning and
development and other program activities (time is the key resource).
Monitoring the implementation of the initiative and making adjustments in conjunction with
the culture champs team.
Celebrating progress city wide and in their departments.

Learn from the California Talent Initiative
The Cal-ICMA Talent Initiative is based on the premise that talent development and workplace culture
are no longer nice, discretionary activities. Rather, they are now key business imperatives.
The Talent Initiative webpage includes the full document and executive summary for the “Talent 2.0”
report and many resources. For exemplary programs, click on the “Best Practices Compendium” and
then click on the heading of “Workplace Culture.”

32

Your “What-If” Agenda
You have a council and community that makes a lot of demands on your organization. Top
management must continue to be demanding of employees. . .and supportive at the same time.
If your organization is demoralized and weakened by severe budget cuts, many senior managers
throw up their hands and say “it’s not our fault—we can’t do anything.” Not true. It is in such times
that organizations need the best leadership, now more than ever.
To thrive, not just survive, in the post-pandemic era, senior managers must exert organizational
leadership, not just nancial management. The ve elements to an energizing employee experience all
require good leadership in the face of much adversity.
To focus on your organization’s employee experience, top management must move beyond its “todo” agenda and spend at least some time and energy on its “what-if” agenda. (See Scott Eblin,
“ Leaders, Welcome to the Beginning of Phase 2,“ eblingroup.com blog, May 13, 2020.) For example,
what if we had a great employee experience so that our talent would feel energized and excited about
the challenges ahead and wouldn’t even think of leaving? If that were true, what do we need to do?”
This kind of leadership must include exerting a lot of attention and energy, making commitments,
taking risks, and exhibiting courage.
Dr. Frank Benest is ICMA's liaison for Next Generation Initiatives and resides in Palo Alto, California. If you have a
career question you would like addressed in a future Career Compass, e-mail careers@icma.org or contact Frank
directly at f rank@f rankbenest.com. Read past columns at icma.org/careercompass.
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Seven Strategies for Managing Uncertainty
by Nicole Lance

“I don’t know where I’m going, but I know exactly how to get there.” Boyd
Varty, A Lion Tracker’s Guide to Life
I rst read this quote in Boyd Varty’s book in early fall 2019. It stuck with me, and in recent weeks I nd
myself continually coming back to it. One of the greatest challenges in our current time is the vast
amount of uncertainty that exists on a global, local, organizational, and even individual scale. Every day
I talk to community leaders and public servants who all echo the same refrain, “We just wish we could
predict where this is headed so we can put some plans in place.” Energy is waning, employees are
asking for information, furloughs are being extended, citizens are getting restless, businesses are
frustrated, and budgeting continues to be a massive exercise in conjecture.
Managing uncertainty is dif cult at best and sometimes seemingly impossible. I recommend using
these strategies to help manage your own uncertainty.

1. Create predictability in small doses.
You can’t have the future predictability you might desire or that your team is asking for, but is there a
daily or weekly practice you can commit to that will help you routinize your way of managing through
this time? Identifying small “anchor points” throughout the day or week can orient you and your team
and provide some of that desired continuity.
Reprinted f rom the ICMA Blog, May 8, 2020.
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2. Reframe.
Develop the cadence of asking, “What am I learning from this? What are we learning from this as a
team?” Applying curiosity and inquiry to the situations you are navigating will help you reframe
challenges as an opportunity to practice skills or learn new ways of managing. You will also keep track
of lessons learned and positive developments you want to continue to incorporate into how you do
business.

3. Pinpoint your Power Phrase.
I like to think of a Power Phrase as a guidepost that helps me remember how I want to operate during
a challenging time and how I want to feel about my work after. Select a word or phrase that can keep
you focused not just on the what of your work, but on the how . Some phrases to try out:
Frantic is not my framework.
Calm, capable, caring.
Peaceful and present.
Reduce friction and accelerate.
People rst.
Be intentional.

4. Make plans, but be willing to change them!
Uncertainty does not prevent you from planning. The trick is to make plans while being completely
willing to change them. Fluid and exible become your two favorite words when it comes to planning.
Focus your planning on a shorter timeframe and break tasks and necessary steps down into the
smallest increments possible.

5. Intentionally involve others.
Do not go it alone. Fear and uncertainty often make us retract like turtles pulling into their own shells.
This cuts you off from valuable support and information networks and increases feelings of isolation. If
you are uncertain about a way forward, challenge yourself to get as many data points of input from
other people as possible. Consider it all research for making your best decision. I also assign many of
my coaching clients the “ask for help challenge” where, for an entire week, they must nd one thing a
day to ask for help with. The exercise teaches two valuable lessons. First, that asking for help is okay
and actually even a good thing. Second, asking for help bolsters our capacity. There is much more
support available than we often allow ourselves to comprehend, let alone leverage.

6. Use your imagination for good instead of evil.
The human brain is powerful. Unfortunately, many of us primarily use this power for imagining worstcase scenarios and exploring ways everything can go wrong. It is similar to poking at a sore tooth over
and over until your gums are throbbing and you have given yourself a headache. While leaders should
always keep an eye out for managing through the next disaster or challenge, it is also bene cial to
consider all the things that are going right. Celebrate the wins where you can and ensure your mental
exercises in scenario-planning have an appropriate cut-off point. Ask yourself, “Is this line of thinking
still productive and helpful?”
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7. Find a foothold.
If you are isolating with children in the house, the phrase “Do the next right thing” might immediately
conjure up images from the movie Frozen II. In the context of managing uncertainty, this is a powerful
approach to take! Like the Boyd Varty quote at the beginning of this post, you may not know exactly
where you are going, but you know exactly how to get there. Lean on past experience to simply
inform your next step. You do not need to solve for every variable or plan for every contingency all at
once. Take one action, evaluate, and then do the next right thing.
Nicole Lance empowers individuals and teams to accelerate outcomes through strategy. She is the CEO of Lance
Strategies and managing partner of EXB Team and serves those who serve by providing training, coaching,
facilitation, and strategic planning services. Find out more about how Nicole can serve your team
at www.nicolelancestrategies.com and www.EXBteam.com.
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Three Strategies for Embracing Humanness
and Combating Resiliency Fatigue
by Nicole Lance
Humanity is usually de ned as referring to the human race or human beings collectively. It can also
refer to kindness toward others, benevolence, or the quality or state of being humane. While none of
those are bad things, I want to talk about humanness; connecting with your own status as a human
and remembering that all of the people around you are human as well. Operating from this deeper
level of humanness enhances our interactions with others and optimizes approaches to our own wellbeing and success. For many of us, this humanness is showing up right now as resiliency fatigue. Read
on for three strategies to help you embrace humanness and combat resiliency fatigue.

Remember: Space, Grace, and Pace
Some of us are struggling with feeling like we need to be “on” all the time and have it all together.
Some of us are struggling with those around us at work (or even at home!) who are bringing new
challenges to the table. Try these three words to help you navigate: space, grace, and pace. Consider
giving yourself and those around you a little space, some extra grace, and throttling back your pace. A
little space to be human and maybe even be less than 100%. A little grace when tensions run high and
missteps happen. And consider the pace. For some, workloads are higher than ever. Days are packed
with back-to-back meetings and calls, and for many, workloads at home have also increased. If you
cannot slow down the overall pace of your day, try searching for micro-changes you can make to
allow yourself some moments that don’t need to be rushed through.
Reprinted f rom the ICMA Blog, May 18, 2020.
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Intentionally Build Authentic Connections
Studies of adults who have overcome adverse experiences consistently show that having one positive
connection with another person is a critical factor in individual resilience. In times of stress or
discomfort, we often retract or retreat. We hold feelings inside, we resist asking for help because
others may also be overwhelmed, and we sacri ce investing time in building connections for the sake
of tackling an endless to-do list. Challenge yourself to intentionally connect with one person each day
who lifts your spirits. Even a quick call or text message exchange can do the trick and help you feel
connected— and more importantly—supported. For your team members, remember that the
socialization aspect of work has been disrupted. Build in ways for your team to still connect as a group
instead of rushing right to get to the rst topic on the agenda. Continue to check in with your team
members, but make sure you’re doing it in a way that respects how they like to be communicated
with. Chances are that a group video call isn’t a great time for them to be 100% vulnerable. Finally,
instead of offering a well-meaning but vague “let me know how I can help”— try offering speci c
suggestions. Sometimes your teammates or family members may not even know what they need.
This can be a great way to help them identify support that would be helpful.

Combat Resiliency Fatigue
There is a strategic advantage in putting people rst, and this includes you. Resiliency fatigue is real. If
you nd yourself getting tired of being resilient, you are not alone! One of the challenges of our current
situation is that many of the practices for self-care we have previously utilized are either no longer
available or no longer working for us. To avoid self-care being added to a to-do list that brings stress
instead of wellness, try focusing on micro-strategies for self-care that can be incorporated throughout
the day: taking 60 seconds for a really nice stretch, sharing a funny joke with a friend, looking at old
pictures that make you smile, doodling, petting your dog—whatever works for you. The goal is to keep
it simple and also consistently integrated throughout your day. Lastly, one of the best ways to combat
resiliency fatigue is to avoid it by being vigilant on taking stock of how you are operating. Try asking
the question “Is this still working optimally?” on a regular basis. If you nd something that’s not, give
yourself permission to make a change.
Nicole Lance empowers individuals and teams to accelerate outcomes through strategy. She is the CEO of Lance
Strategies and managing partner of EXB Team and serves those who serve by providing training, coaching,
facilitation, and strategic planning services. Find out more about how Nicole can serve your team
at www.nicolelancestrategies.com and www.EXBteam.com.
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Five Simple Strategies and One Quick Tip for
Building Resilience
by Nicole Lance
My new favorite meme is one of Wonder Woman in full regalia laid out at on her back with her eyes
closed. Above her are the words “It’s ne. It’s ne. I’ll do everything.” Below her is a repetition of the
sentence, “I’m ne.”
I don’t know about you, but I feel like there are a LOT of people who feel like this right now. Myself
included! And although some people are getting tired of talking about resilience, the truth is it is more
than just some recent buzzword. It is and always has been a critical skill for successfully navigating the
workplace and leading others.
Resilience is action-oriented.
I de ne resilience as “One’s personal or a team’s capacity, recovery, adjustability, or elasticity. The
ability to recover from or adjust easily to adversity or change. The ability to act and adapt in the face of
adversity and constraint.” It is a skill that can be developed, and it requires intentional action and effort
to put it into practice.
Resilience is what helps us maintain progress and productivity in the face of challenges. Studies have
shown that highly resilient work environments actually improve creativity, enhance decision-making,
and lower stress. If you are looking to build your own resilience or the resilience of your team, try these
ve simple strategies and one quick tip.
Reprinted f rom the ICMA Blog, May 26, 2020.
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Reframe your fixed mindset and activate your creativity
Try asking “What can we make of this?” when presented with a dif cult situation or disappointment. If
you’re having trouble shifting into creative response mode, re it up by intentionally engaging in an
activity where you need to create: cooking, sketching, or even taking a note from the little ones in
your life and playing with blocks, clay or building an of ce fort can help you break your xed mindset!

Adjust accordingly
The same area of our brain that is activated in response to physical pain is activated during times of
exceptional stress or high levels of uncertainty. First, understand this may be negatively impacting
how you or those around you are reacting to the situation. Second, adjust accordingly! Give yourself
some extra rest and be a little more cautious with your energy and what you’re tackling each day.

Understand what challenges your resilience
Spend some time pinpointing what really knocks you or your team off course in terms of responding
resiliently. Then, identify ways you can solve for these problems ahead of time so you have a variety of
helpful responses available when needed. If you nd there’s not much you could do in the event of
something happening, can you adjust your mindset instead and accept it as a possibility so it doesn’t
totally throw you for a loop if it happens?

Celebrate the wins! (even the small ones)
Take time every day to celebrate the wins. Even if you have to dig deep to nd them. The actual act of
celebrating wins releases the feel-good chemical dopamine in our bodies. It also reinforces directional
accuracy, essentially sending yourself or your team the message, “More of this, please!” It doesn’t have
to be a major undertaking, either. A simple virtual high- ve, enthusiastic st-pump, or a hearty
woohoo! will do.

Make sure you have an outlet
Studies have shown that recovery from adverse situations is enhanced by having one genuine
connection with another person. Find someone you can check in with regularly who can serve as an
outlet for you when you need a sounding board or a safe space to share some dif cult feelings.

Play
This one is pretty simple, folks. Go play. Do something that makes you laugh wholeheartedly. Lose
yourself in an activity. If you are stuck for ideas, try thinking back to what worked for you when you
were a kid, and try that! Play is one of the fastest ways to recharge and ensure you are ready to surf the
next wave when it arrives.
Nicole Lance empowers individuals and teams to accelerate outcomes through strategy. She is the CEO of Lance
Strategies and managing partner of EXB Team and serves those who serve by providing training, coaching,
facilitation, and strategic planning services. Find out more about how Nicole can serve your team
at www.nicolelancestrategies.com and www.EXBteam.com.
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Local Government Employees and COVID-19
Stress: What Managers Can Do About It
by Leisha DeHart-Davis, UNC School of Government
It doesn’t take a psychiatrist to gure out that the COVID-19 pandemic is taking an emotional toll on
local government employees. Emergency medical professionals transport COVID-19 victims at
increased risks to themselves, with protocols that change on a daily basis. Law enforcement of cers
are tasked with enforcing stay-at-home orders, a new responsibility that put them at odds with some
citizens. Dispatch operators take calls from panicked citizens with COVID-19 symptoms. Social service
employees handle the escalating strains on the social safety net, including food security and child
welfare programs.
Even outside of emergency services and law enforcement, the pandemic is stressing out local
government employees. Many are forced to work at home, where they may have a house full of kids
(and perhaps a spouse). Others are working at home alone, meaning they are isolated from the social
interactions of work. Some employees may still be interacting with citizens, some of whom are out of
work and stressed themselves, which doesn’t exactly lend itself to civility. Loneliness and monotony
may be weighing in, even for employees who are adept at connecting with others via Zoom. It’s not a
stretch to suspect that the risk of damaging your employees’ sense of belonging to your organization,
along with the cohesion of your organization, is high.
Reprinted f rom the ICMA Blog, May 4, 2020.
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So, what’s a local government manager to do about promoting emotional health during COVID-19?
Here are some recommendations:

If you have an employee assistance program (EAP), promote it to your
employees.
EAPs are fairly low-cost options for providing services that support the emotional health of
employees. While EAPs can be internally operated, many at the local government level are contracted
out. Research suggests that employees tend to be only vaguely familiar with their employer’s
programs and, as such, EAPs tend to be underutilized. Now is a good time to let employees know
what your EAP offers and encourage them to use it.

Practice flexibility in the workplace.
Some (if not many) employees are anxious and scared. I read on a human resource website that
employees not coming to work should be disciplined. While there are some cases where this may be
warranted, this is a short-sighted view that fails to consider employee well-being. Reach out to your
direct reports on a frequent basis and gauge their stress level, understand their stress triggers, provide
a listening ear, and assure your employees that you will do everything possible to make their situation
as safe and secure as possible. And if needed, refer that employee to your organization’s EAP or some
other external mental health resource.

Consider virtual organization-wide meetings so your employees can hear
from you.
At the UNC School of Government, Dean Mike Smith gathers employees by Zoom weekly to update us
and also to hear from us. This gathering is greatly appreciated by faculty and staff alike because it
fosters a sense of organizational cohesion. Your employees will appreciate hearing from you.

Encourage supervisors to check in with employees routinely to see how they
are doing.
The idea here is not for supervisors to become therapists, but rather to make sure that employees
have what they need, whether its supervisory support, the employee assistance program, a break in
the workload, or whatever.

Finally, take care of yourself.
Do whatever you need to do to stay healthy and sane, whether it’s going for walks, working out, or
baking brownies. You are responsible for “modeling the way” for your employees and, believe me, they
will follow your lead when it comes to managing stress levels.
Remember that your employees need to know that you care about their emotional well-being. They
will remember your concern and caring far after COVID-19 is over.
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Save Time, Boost Morale, and Maintain a
Resilient Workforce in the Year Ahead
by Patricia Vinchesi, ICMA NE regional director
Flexibility, awareness, communication, and mental health are just some of the helpful principles
emphasized in ICMA’s January 13 webinar “ Fostering Workforce Resiliency in 2021.” Cara Woodson
Welch, executive director of the International Public Management Association for Human Resources
(IPMA-HR) and Amber Clayton, director, Knowledge Center, Society for Human Resource
Management (SHRM) shared their perspectives on a variety of personnel-related topics managers
encountered the past year in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and how to prepare for the year
ahead.
Their counsel focused on three broad themes and implications for local and county jurisdictions:
employee mental health and fatigue, persistent workforce policy issues, and vaccine rollout and
administrative issues. Whether issues were triggered or heighted by the pandemic, they provide
lasting lessons for managers in supporting employees even as we look toward the other side of this
crisis.
Reprinted f rom the ICMA Blog, January 27, 2021.

43

We Can Build the Plane While Flying
Welch and Clayton shared some of the lessons learned so far based on feedback they have received
from their respective member organizations through inquiries and surveys. First among them was
that organizations continue to operate and regroup quickly in the new workplace environment and
continue to do so, even though many did not have a continuity of operations plan in place. This
provided much anxiety and worry at the outset of the pandemic, but for many it was both surprising
and empowering to realize that communities could continue to operate and deliver services working
remotely. Concurrent with these changes were ongoing workplace issues needing attention, such as
social justice issues, diversity, equity, and inclusion, and building a framework in which to have
conversations with employees around them. Keeping up with these quick changes highlighted that
HR professionals are very resilient and have been available to help their employees not only to support
them in an uncertain time, but to also help them thrive.

Increased Flexibility and Communication for Employee Health and Happiness
Coupled with having most staff go to remote work, the availability, use, and safeguarding of
technology equipment and its use also became paramount. Taken for granted before the pandemic, it
suddenly became the only way to communicate. Welch noted that based on a recent survey of IPMA’s
members, only 30% of public sector employers had established a telework policy before the onset of
the pandemic. Today, 60% report they will maintain some sort of telework schedule for employees
going forward. This is consistent with similar research conducted by ICMA . Scheduling exibility in the
hours worked or workweek, along with the increased time savings of commuting, are now part of
new bene ts that employers are going to be using long term. For those returning to the of ce
environment, staggered work schedules will also be common.

What is certain is that local and county government will not return to the
same way of operating, but will deliver services no matter the situation or
circumstances.
As the length of the pandemic endures with downturns and spikes, so has the ability to remain
positive and optimistic for many individuals. Clayton stated that survey information through SHRM
revealed 22-35% of members reported being depressed often during the COVID period. She noted,
however, that resilience is proactive—and that what we are all doing during this crisis is building skills
so we are better prepared for the next challenge or setback.
Both Welch and Clayton stress that is critically important for managers and HR professionals to be
constantly monitoring employee morale and the unique challenges resulting from working in a
decentralized workspace. Supervisors should emphasize the need for employees to take breaks, eat
lunch, and set boundaries between work and personal time. Managers and supervisors should be
aware of how many hours their employees are working; the lines are often blurred when working
remotely. Efforts to recognize and reward employees should be a priority. Simple gestures such as
calling out a team member in a meeting or saying thank you publicly now makes a much bigger
impact. Personal acknowledgement, certi cates, gift cards or something small also helps build and
sustain an employee’s personal resilience along with wellness and mental health offerings.
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Tips:
Discover “time-wasters” in our pre-COVID world by asking questions such as: “What are we
doing more ef ciently now? Do we need so many people in the of ce at the same time?”
Find simple and frequent reasons to recognize and reward your employees' work.
Simply ask your employees “What do you need?” and make efforts to help them by
encouraging breaks and setting their own boundaries.

Stretching Our Crisis Leadership Muscles
Almost everyone has dealt with a life-or-death situation during the past year. Employers are cautioned
to be aware of the important difference between burnout—not getting the job done—and fatigue,
often resulting from a triggering event such as caring for a loved one, which requires one to be
constantly emotionally available. The appropriate response here is compassion and empathy.
In any period of time, communication and transparency are the building blocks of a successful
organization. It is no surprise then that frequent and informative communications with employees are
of paramount importance during a crisis. Using the January 6 incident at the Capitol as an example,
Welch and Clayton discussed ways in which employers could best respond by distributing information
employees needed to know to do their job and move ahead successfully via email and text alerts, and
by reminding them how you are there to support them through EAPs, wellness resources, and simply
conveying that you understand that they may be going through something. As both Welch and
Clayton observed, each week brings a different playbook with an evolving set of rules.

Organizations need to be agile and open with employees about what they
know and do not know.
We are working at a time when information is constantly changing, and managers need to be open
and upfront that they may need to change the information from one day to the next. Rather than
seed doubt, it will grow trust and credibility.
Tips:
Managers/HR should practice their own self-care and model behaviors that help others:
1) Be you own advocate rst.
2) Allow for time to decompress, refresh, and energize.
3) Help your employees to move forward and to take care of themselves; and most important:
4) increase and encourage communications with each other.
Virtual environments and times of crisis may merit enhanced communication from leadership,
but balance that with an understanding that staff may need to step away during particularly
stressful moments. Explicitly acknowledge that times remain far from “normal,” keep staff
updated on timely developments, and ensure they are aware of resources available—as well as
leadership’s commitment—to support them.
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Key Policy Areas to Watch Now
Local governments are going to be grappling with several persistent workforce policy issues for the
immediate short-term: leave polices, equitable telework policies, and issues around COVID-19
vaccinations are just a few.
Leave policies, including those regulated under the Families First Coronavirus Relief Act, are important
to understand as they need to be looked at in conjunction with state and local laws regarding sick
leave for compliance with all three. While federal requirements for extended leave through FFCRA
expired on December 31, 2020, tax credits for those voluntarily extending bene ts may still apply, and
some states have established their own leave laws. The latest federal guidance from the Department
of Labor can be found here, though with the new administration there is also some uncertainty as to
what will happen long-term.
Equitable telework. As public employers continue to reevaluate and institutionalize telework policies,
other policies will need to be created, updated, or revised in employee handbooks, such as bring your
own device, record retention, working in a different of ce, delayed performance reviews, exible
schedules, and the like. Additional thought must be given to compensation of both remote staff and
those deemed essential in-person staff (including, potentially, hazard pay). Hand-in-hand with these
policies are the means and methods under which HR staff and managers will support staff working
under them. Focus on ways to hold staff accountable for their responsibilities versus micromanaging
activities.
Last, COVID vaccine administration will continue to present a number of personnel-related issues for
managers. Questions around require vs. recommend, liability, and con dence in immunity, will remain
for the foreseeable future (see this recent post for key considerations about vaccine requirements for
public managers). Both Welch and Clayton agreed that elected of cials, managers, and supervisors
can play a proactive, leadership role promoting con dence in vaccinations through publicizing their
own and rst responders’ participation and working closely with health care providers. This will also
help combat COVID-19 fatigue. Regardless, there will still be a portion of the workforce that will remain
unvaccinated and organizations must plan for this.
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Managing Your Stress During and After a
Crisis
by Rebecca DeSantis
A crisis strikes. Your blood pressure rises. Your heart rate increases. You start to sweat.
The physical and mental stress of the disaster sets in quickly, but you keep moving ahead and leading
your team. That stress can take a toll on your body and affect your emotional wellbeing.
According to Jay Fitch and Jim Marshall in a 2016 PM article "Trauma Takes Its Toll," when someone
dealing with a crisis "experiences intense fear, horror, or helplessness" when dealing with a disaster that
involves someone experiencing serious injury, death, or displacement, "he or she has been exposed to
a traumatic event."
The reactions to a traumatic event like a manmade or natural disaster can include anxiety, irritability,
sleep problems, changes in appetite, and withdrawal from family and friends. The physical and
emotional stress felt during a disaster can manifest into acute stress disorder or post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) when symptoms persist for more than one month.
Stress during a crisis "can also trigger the release of cortisol and other stress hormones," explain Fitch
and Marshall. "This stress response is normal—and helpful—but when it occurs too frequently without
adequate rebalancing, it ups the risk for chronic stress response, which can lead to physical and
mental disorders."
Reprinted f rom the ICMA Blog, May 1, 2019.
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Every manager's response to a diaster may be different, and it's important for them to be self-aware
when symptoms arise, as well as look out for these reactions in their staff and public safety personnel.
In "Leadership and Professional Local Government Managers: Before, During, and After a Crisis," part of
ICMA's Leading Edge Research series, author Ron Carlee explains that effective management during a
crisis involves knowing one's limits and nding time to meet physical and emotional needs. In
reference to this report, Carlee says that "The managers in this study recognized the need to take care
of themselves and most confessed that they did so poorly. Most worked 24 to 36 hours during the
initial phase of the crisis, even those who knew that they shouldn’t."
It is critically important for managers to manage their stress during a crisis so that they can continue
to serve and be the leader their community needs. Some local government leaders re ect on their
experience handling their stress during critical moments, highlighted in this report:
“You need to listen to your team and to your family when they tell you it’s time to extract yourself;
staying is not good for anyone.” Harold Dominguez, Longmont, Colorado
“I worked for about 36 hours until the assistant city manager, whose home had been ooded, had the
peace of mind to say that we should go on shifts. Police and re had done so, but the others had to
catch up.” Rick Davis, Baytown, Texas
“I worked 36 straight days.... You have to listen to your body and realize that you’ve reached a point
where it’s beyond your physical or mental capacity to be there. My police chief and others were
watching me and I can remember speci cally my assistant chief saying, ‘Dan, you need to get some
rest.’ You must realize when you’re at a point where you are not being effective or your judgement is
cloudy. Take the external cues—when someone comes up to you and says, ‘You’re not looking good’
or ‘You don’t seem like yourself.’ Don’t push yourself until you break.” Dan Paranick, Ventura, California
“I didn’t sleep for two days. I had nowhere to go, but I got a message delivered to the re department
saying ‘This is Christine, you don’t know me, I live at this address and I happen to be in Arizona. Please
go use my house.’ I remember trudging up there in the pitch black. In a mountain town with no
electricity, it is really black. I wore someone’s big ol’ muck boots and I found her house in the dark. She
said where the key would be. I opened the house in the dark and laid down. That was after 48 hours
and my head was swimming, just reeling. At that point you’re so psyched up, you can’t relax. It was
still thundering and lightning. It was bizarre. It was different. I knew at that moment that I was exactly
where I was supposed to be.” Victoria Simonsen, Lyons, Colorado

Want to learn more about managing yourself during a crisis? In this Leading Edge Research
report, Ron Carlee, D.P.A., captures the ideas, feelings, and stories of the professional managers who
were involved in different crises. By analyzing the common and effective leadership and management
skills and techniques that professional managers deploy when a crisis strikes, we can better
understand the lessons learned from managers and identify leading or promising practices that can
be adopted by others. Download the report today!
Download Report

48

Supporting Employee Mental Health When
Reopening the Workplace
Psychologists recommend offering exibility about where, when, and how
work is done.
As employers plan to reopen their workplaces, they’ll need to make decisions on how to redesign their
of ces to prioritize worker health and safety. It’s equally important that leaders incorporate into those
plans how to support the emotional and mental well-being of employees, who likely face new
concerns, stressors and demands brought on by a return to of ce life.
Employees who suddenly moved to remote work as COVID-19 spread experienced a loss of control
over many aspects of daily life. They coped with high levels of uncertainty about their personal,
professional, and nancial future. Phasing workers back into the of ce may create new uncertainties
about personal safety and how to adapt to new routines.
For some employees returning to the of ce may be a welcome opportunity. They may have worked in
a makeshift of ce with uncomfortable furniture and poor technology or felt isolated from colleagues.
For others, such as those who are caregivers or concerned about their health, leaving home to return
to the of ce can increase stress and worry.

Reprinted with permission of the American Psychiatric Association, apa.org/topics/covid-19/employee-mental-health.
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Organizational leaders can look to psychology for strategies that help employees feel less
apprehensive about returning and more optimistic about the of ce environment. Psychologists
recommend that employers ease uncertainty by giving each employee control and decision-making
power over where, how, and when they work.

Prepare for the return by supporting employees now.
Recognize that every employee had a different experience and reaction to the pandemic and remote
work, each facing unique stressors. Employers and leaders can set a tone that emphasizes concern for
employee well-being by offering compassion, honesty, and openness. Check in with employees and
actively listen, so they feel heard. Communicate consistently to reduce employees’ uncertainty and
build emotional support.

Take an individualized approach.
Now is the time to think beyond one-size- ts-all approaches to how employees work. Managers and
employees will lead the most effective strategies for returning to the of ce and adapting to changes.
Provide autonomy to managers and direct supervisors to help employees develop individualized
plans. Employees returning to the workplace may need new approaches to routines that they have
lost; supervisors play a role in helping staff structure their day. Managers also play a key role in
supporting mental health and well-being and are the front-line of recognizing employee mental health
struggles. Provide managers with the training and resources that they can use to help their staff. For
example, improve mental health literacy with psychological rst aid or training in how to talk about
mental health. Let them know how to work with the employee assistance program as a tool for
connecting employees for services.

Empower employees with work flexibility.
Employers can create a favorable environment by encouraging employee control over decisions
about where and when they work. Consider if the employee can continue to work remotely or set
own working hours. Employers can also consider providing a dedicated ex hour, beyond lunch, that
is devoted to outdoor activities, recreation, or exercise. This extra time can serve as a coping strategy
to help people recharge and transition from remote work to of ce work.

Involve employees in discussions about their workspace.
Talk with them about what might change and what they need. Employees who are informed and
participate in decisions about their own space have greater psychological comfort in the workspace.
This engagement helps them adapt to changes that employees can’t control, such as requirements to
promote physical distancing. Employers can solicit input regarding individual workspace needs, such
as task lighting, sound-masking devices, and exibility to rearrange furniture.

Leaders are role models and help set examples.
Employees look to leaders during a crisis. Acknowledge that returning to the of ce isn’t a return to the
way people previously worked. Organizational-wide policies and practices may need to adapt and
change with the uncertainty of the pandemic’s effects. Prepare to be exible, consistent in
communications, and a role model for showing support and encouraging individual control and
decision-making.

.
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Employers Are Increasing Support for Mental
Health
Large employers are boosting mental health resources as they recognize the strain the pandemic has
put on their employees.
by Charlotte Huff
Two-thirds of employees report that poor mental health has undercut their job performance during
the COVID-19 pandemic, and 40% of employees are battling burnout, according to a survey by mental
health bene ts provider Lyra Health and the National Alliance of Healthcare Purchaser Coalitions.1
Employees may be working relentlessly amid economic uncertainty with few social outlets, and
possibly juggling childcare to boot, eviscerating any separation between work and the rest of their life,
says clinical psychologist Renee Schneider, PhD, vice president of clinical quality for Lyra Health.
Meanwhile, working from home can make it dif cult for supervisors to detect emerging mental health
strain, Schneider says. “When we were in the of ce, we would see each other every day, and we don’t
have that same type of interaction now,” she says. “So sometimes employees can go for a while before
the manager learns that there’s something going on.”
Reprinted with permission of the American Psychiatric Association, apa.org/monitor/2021/01/trends-employers-support.
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Paying more attention to employee mental health is becoming a bigger part of the conversation in
today’s workplaces. Even pre-pandemic, employers were already learning to be more proactive in
identifying symptoms of depression, anxiety, and other disorders. Nearly half of large employers train
their managers to recognize such issues, and an additional 18% plan to begin to do so in 2021, a 2020
Business Group on Health survey found. Plus, 54% of employers will offer free or low-cost virtual
mental health visits in 2021.2
In recent months, more employers have invested in software training programs and digital tools to
teach managers how to pick up on subtle and often virtual cues of employee distress, says Anne
Richter, RN, MBA, coleader of North American health management practice for the human resources
consulting rm Willis Towers Watson. “Helping a front-line manager develop those skills in very, very
short order has been a clear focus as a result of the pandemic,” she says.
Schneider touts the decision by Pinterest, a Lyra Health client, to offer COVID-related paid leave to
better support families. Employees who may have lost childcare or who are caring for an ill family
member can now take advantage of that emotional backstop for as long as four weeks, she says.
Both Schneider and Richter believe that this heightened mental health awareness will outlast the
pandemic. “Now we’re thinking about our employees as whole people, not just what they do with the
8 or 10 or 12 hours that they are at work,” Richter says. “What are they struggling with at home that
bleeds over into the workplace, and vice versa?”

Workplace Strategies to Promote Wellness
Training managers to schedule video calls with employees whenever feasible to look for
signs of anxiety or other emotional strain rather than only catching up by phone, says
Anne Richter, of Willis Towers Watson. “Did you actually look at them?”
Providing education that a seemingly work-related change, such as missing deadlines or
turning in subpar work, may signal other concerns, says Renee Schneider, PhD, of Lyra
Health, who advises that supervisors take a direct approach and ask employees regularly
how they are holding up.
Establishing a central mental health services contact, one who can even make
appointments, Richter says, so employees don’t have to gure out where or how to get
care.
Boosting the number of mental health visits that an employer will cover. “They’re seeing
that employees really need a full dose of care,” Schneider says.
Delaying job evaluations or not tying evaluation results to consequences such as pay,
says Schneider, a move that she applauds. “During this pandemic, additional stress is not
what we need.”
Offering mental health days, a move that Schneider says all employers should consider if
they don’t already.

Endnotes
1https: //www.lyrahealth.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/LYRA-NA-Employee-Mental-HealthReport.pdf
2https: //www.businessgrouphealth.org/en/who-we-are/newsroom/press-releases/large-usemployers-accelerating-adoption-of-virtual-care-mental-health-services-for-2021
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Additional Resources
Podcast: Dealing with Your Own Stress: Coping Strategies in the
COVID-19 World
In this 30 minute, recorded teleconference, David E. Morrison, M.D., a consultant, psychiatrist, and
founder of Morrison Associates, Ltd., offered guidance and advice about how local government
managers can cope with stress during this global health crisis.
Download the accompanying PowerPoint presentation here.

Cigna Crisis Support Hotline
For all individuals seeking support during the COVID-19 global pandemic, Cigna offers a toll-free
number, 855.287.8400 to connect to a quali ed representative. Assistance is available 24/7, for as long
as necessary. The service is open to anyone in the US, free of charge to help people manage their
stress and anxiety so they can continue to address their everyday needs. Callers may also receive
referrals to community resources to help them with speci c concerns, including nancial and legal
matters.
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