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I. The Midwest Leadership Institute

The Midwest Leadership Institute (MLI) was founded by David Limardi and Bob
Kiely on the strong belief that effective local government leaders must strategically
balance the management of complex technical work with leading themselves and
others through deep relational expertise. At the heart of the Midwest Leadership
Institute (MLI) lies the following mission: “To present an educational experience
with intellectual depth and substance that focuses on the individual as leader and
the person as a whole to encourage participants to connect interpersonally and
emotionally to better lead themselves and others.”

The Midwest Leadership Institute believes, based on the direct experience of the
founders and subsequent study, that the work of an organizational leader, at any
level of the organization, is depicted in the graphic below. The leader should
possess the Technical Expertise (skill, proficiency and specialized knowledge) to
manage complex technical work and the Relational Expertise (the ability to build
and maintain relationships and motivate and influence others) to lead oneself and
others. This is predicated on the leaders’ ongoing journey to have a sense of self
and to better understand their own behavior.
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Il. Defining Success in A Complex Local Government Environment

Defining successful leadership is a complex topic. In the private sector, based on
the concept of voluntary exchange, success of the organizational leader is
fundamentally based on the bottom line, profit and loss. In the public sector, based
upon the delivery of essential services while being responsive to public
preferences in a political environment, success of the leader can be much more
difficult to define.

In 2014, MLI conducted a research project, in cooperation with Clayton Black, a
graduate student who utilized the work for his Capstone Project, to measure
success in professional local government leadership and management. MLI
wanted to better understand the perspective of the elected officials and local
government professionals on the topic of success in a local government
organization. The founders hypothesized that if there was misalignment on the
definition of success in a local government organization between these two groups,
unnecessary and unwanted conflict could derail the work of the organization and,
in some cases, lead to the removal of the local government organizational leader.

The full report of the 2014 results can be found on the MLI website at
midwestleadershipinstitute.org.

Upon the ten-year anniversary of the research project in 2024, the MLI founders
recognized that the operational landscape in local government organizations had
significantly changed. These significant shifts include: the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic; different generations entering leadership and the workforce; the impact
of social media; disruptive technological change and the demand for immediate
results.

MLI decided to reissue the survey in 2025 to get current perspectives on success
in local government organizations and identify any relevant changes . Dr. Scott
Robinson, faculty in the Department of Public Administration at Northern Illinois
University, assisted to compile the data for the 2025 survey. The survey was sent
out via email to the membership of four organization to get the current thoughts on
success in local government organizations from elected officials and local
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government organizational leaders - the lllinois City/County Management
Association, the lllinois Municipal League, the Wisconsin City/County
Management Association, and the League of Wisconsin Municipalities.

In 2025, MLI identified the following core research questions:

« How do Local Government Professionals (LGPs) and Elected Officials
(EOs) define success for the organization in 2025, and how have these
priorities shifted between 2014 and 20257

« How do Local Government Professionals (LGPs) and Elected Officials
(EOs) perceive the local government professional’s contribution to the
success criteria in 20257

« How is the role of the Local Government Professional (LGP) evolving,
particularly in the balance between management of complex technical work
and leadership through relational expertise?

« What observations concerning Local Government Professionals’ leadership
skills can be identified as noteworthy in the complex environment that exists
today?
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lll. Respondent Characteristics

The inclusion of comprehensive demographic and employment characteristics in
this survey is crucial because these variables act as essential modifiers and
context clues for interpreting the perceptual data, particularly when comparing two
groups separated by a decade. Understanding the respondents' gender, age,
education, populations served, and tenure allows the analysis to move beyond
simple comparison of raw scores and address the why behind the shifts in
priorities.

Furthermore, tracking the average tenure and employment history of Local
Government Professionals (LGPs) is fundamental to contextualizing the issue of
involuntary terminations and/or moving on to a better opportunity. Demographics
provide the necessary granularity to link individual experience to collective
perception, transforming a list of ranking differences into a socio-political narrative
of the evolving professional role.

The 2025 survey saw an overall lower response rate and a meaningful shift toward
a higher proportion of Elected Official (EO) responses compared to 2014.

2014 2025

Invited | Response | % Invited | Response | %
LGP 688 387 56% 458 109 27%
EO 2490 | 228 9% UNK 265 UNK

The survey was sent via an anonymous link to members of the lllinois Municipal
League and the Wisconsin League of Municipalities so there was no way to
accurately determine the known population size of Elected Official respondents.
This shift might have been influenced by several factors including more engaged
and motivated elected officials and work pressures and/or understaffing leading to
less capacity of CAQO’s to participate in research surveys.

Following are some observations comparing 2014 to 2025 respondent data:

1. For Local Government Professionals - in 2014 61% were age 40-59; in
2025 72% were age 40-59; the number of respondents age 30-39 dropped
from 19-9%.
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2. For Elected Officials - the number of respondents age 40-59 remained
relatively constant; the number age 60+ increased 41-55%.

3. The Education Level for Local Government Professionals remained
constant (MPA) but a graduate degree in fields other than public
administration increased 5%.

4. The education level for Elected Officials was basically the same.

5. Community Size for Local Government Professionals - communities
50,000 — 100,000 increased 9% while most others remained constant.

6. Community Size for Elected Officials, - the less than 5000 category
increased from 10-47%.

7. The tenure for Local Government Professionals - the 3-10 yr. category
increased from 39-53%.

8. The tenure of Elected Officials - 3-5 yrs. increased 8% and 5-10 yrs.
reduced from 22% - 10%.

9. The Number of Previous Positions for Local Government Professionals -
the only 1 position increased from 28-40%.

10.Average Tenure of Local Government Professionals - 3-10 years dropped
from 65-60%.

Graphic depictions of respondent characteristics (gender, age, education, community size,
tenure, employment history, and forced turnover) have been consolidated in the Appendix at the
end of this report for ease of reference.
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lll. Defining Success in Local Government

A. Internal criteria of success in a Local Government Organization

The survey asked respondents to rank the following criteria on how important they
are in defining a successful local government organization:

e Management / Technical Roles:
1. Effective Planning, Programming, and Structure
2. Adherence to Policies and Procedures
3. Execution by the Management Team
4. Financial Stability of the organization
5. Open Internal Communications

e Leadership / Interpersonal Roles:
6. Productive Interpersonal Relations
7. Professional Development
8. Low Employee Turnover
9. Ethical Organizational Culture
10. Innovative Organizational Culture
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MANAGEMENT ROLES

EFFECTIVE PLANNING, PROGRAMMING, AND
STRUCTURE

ADHERANCE TO POLICIES AND PROCEDURES

EXECUTION BY MANAGEMENT TEAM

FINANCIAL STABILITY

OPEN INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS

LEADERSHIP ROLES

PRODUCTIVE INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

LOW EMPLOYEE TURNOVER

ETHICAL ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

INNOVATIVE ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
W 2025 - Elected Official W 2025 - Local Government Professional
m 2014 - Elected Official m 2014 - Local Government Professional

The survey results found Elected Officials (EO’s) placing a much
greater emphasis on “Management Roles” over “Leadership Roles” from
2014 to 2025. In 2014, EOQO’s priorities were evenly split between the
technical roles, (Open Internal Communications, Effective Planning) and
interpersonal roles (Innovative Organizational Culture, Productive
Interpersonal Relations). Except for Ethical Organizational Culture, all
other interpersonal roles were rated lower or the same in 2025 as
compared to 2014. Conversely, the technical roles such as Adherence to
Policies, Execution by Management Team and Financial Stability were
markedly higher in the 2025 survey.

Technical problems are more clearly defined, solutions are known and
they can be solved by experts or authority figures. Implementing a
known standard procedure involves less conflict and minimal change.
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Problems of an adaptive nature, requiring shifts in values, norms,
behaviors and/or attitudes requires relational expertise exercised by the
leader. Problems of this type are often not easily defined and solutions
are not readily apparent. This type of change is inherently conflictual.
The leader must get groups to learn, to face realities and to act. Change
of this type causes loss and a disruption of structure. The survey results
show a high value on success criteria based upon structured, technical
work.

The responses of the LGP’s were generally consistent with the EO’s
with more emphasis on the technical roles (Adherence to Policies and
Procedures, Execution by Management Team and Financial Stability) at
the expense of the interpersonal roles (Professional Development,
Productive Interpersonal Relations). They too rated Ethical
Organizational Culture higher in 2025 than in 2014.

Reprioritization is not surprising and likely influenced by several factors
including a chaotic political environment, social media, covid-19, fiscal
constraints, rapid technological change, the desire for immediate results
and the general uncertainty in today’s world. Operating in ambiguity is
not comfortable for most people and the structure offered by policies,
procedures, ethics, balanced budgets and other “blocking and tackling”
routines help one better navigate the challenges facing local
governments. It is less about innovating and more about maintaining
and controlling. The cost-benefit of innovation and risk taking is
constrained by the enormity of social media that can spread unfiltered
misinformation quickly and destructively. In a world where the use of
shame has become a weapon often dispatched, a “No Turnovers”
mentality dominates organizational activities.

The Financial Stability criteria was a relatively high priority for both EO’s
and LGP’s in 2014 but is now ranked as the highest priority by both
groups. The influx and withdrawal of Covid-19 funds, inflationary
increases and other constraints on revenue sources have put local
governments in a more tenuous position financially. Certain priorities of
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the past (Professional Development, Culturally Vibrant Environment)
have declined during these times of economic uncertainty.

The deemphasis by EO’s and LGP’s on Professional Development,
Productive Interpersonal Relations and Open Internal Communications
is certainly of note. Is this a monetary issue? A byproduct of remote work
vs. in-office work? An organizational loyalty issue compounded by lateral
movement even in the public safety arena. A generational issue? As
most EQO’s work in the private sector, what bias or influence does this
have on their perspective of local government priorities? If you do not
invest in your employees or focus on strengthening interpersonal
relationships, how can one effectively plan, program, and execute the
business of local government? Has the explosion of digital
communications desensitized organizations and created a physical
barrier to face-to-face communications? “We do so much
communicating already, it is no longer a priority.”

EQO’s placed significantly greater importance on Ethical Organization
Culture in 2025 than they did in 2014. The amplification of wrongdoing in
today’s society has likely raised awareness on ethical behavior, where
the smallest infraction can cast shame and ridicule on an organization.
No one wants to see their name, their organization, or their community
on the nightly news.

B. External criteria of success in a Local Government Organization

The survey asked respondents to assess the following criteria of success on how
important they are in defining a successful local government organization:

e Technical / Management Roles:

Reliable Service Delivery

Safe and Healthy Environment

Culture for High Quality Customer Service

High Functioning Infrastructure

Open Communications and a Process for Civic Engagement

Sl ol
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Leadership / Interpersonal Roles:
6. Culturally Vibrant Environment
7. Effective Intergovernmental Relations
8. Positive Community Reputation
9. Citizen Satisfaction
10. Positive Media Relations

MANAGEMENT ROLES

RELIABLE SERVICE DELIVERY

SAFE AND HEALTHY ENVIRONMENT

CULTURE FOR HIGH QUALITY CUSTOMER SERVICE

HIGH FUNCTIONING INFRASTRUCTURE

OPEN COMMUNICATIONS AND A PROCESS FOR CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT

LEADERSHIP ROLES

CULTURALLY VIBRANT ENVIRONMENT

EFFECTIVE INTERGOVERNMENTAL RELATIONS

POSITIVE COMMUNITY REPUTATION

CITIZEN SATISFACTION

POSITIVE MEDIA RELATIONS

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

W 2025 - Elected Official W 2025 - Local Government Professional

m 2014 - Elected Official m 2014 - Local Government Professional

In contrast with the migration from leadership roles to management roles
noted above, the 2025 results show both EO’s and LGP’s placing
greater importance on some aspects of technical and interpersonal work
and less on others as it relates to defining a successful organization.

For example, the two highest priorities in 2025 were Citizen Satisfaction
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(interpersonal) and Safe and Healthy Environment (technical), which
were not even in the top ten in 2014. One might surmise that the impact
of a pandemic, the media attention on immigration, crime, protests,
mass shootings, and our access to incredible amounts of information
online has resulted in people perceiving their lives as less safe than in
years past. Citizen Satisfaction, which was the highest rated priority by
both groups, saw the biggest jump from 2014 to 2025. Gone are the
days of periodic “citizen surveys.” Today, elected and appointed officials
are informed daily through social media posts, texts, and emails of
resident attitudes towards their actions or inactions. A premium is placed
on keeping negative experiences with the local government out of the
public conversation.

Positive Media Relations saw a significant drop in priority from 2014 to
2025, and Civic Engagement declined but to a lesser degree. The local
newspaper does not effectively exist today, with many people getting
their news online through various social media sources. The number of
newspapers in the US has declined by 3500 in the past 20 years. Most
local government organizations have found it more convenient and
effective to post their own information and stories — thereby eliminating
the middleman (the newspaper reporter). This expansive form of
communication may also speak to the Civic Engagement criteria.
Residents have the opportunity to be “fully engaged and informed”
through direct social media communications with their local
governments.

In 2014 the EO’s saw Culturally Vibrant Environment as their second
leading criteria. Its importance dropped significantly in 2025. What has
precipitated this decline over the past 10 years? Is it related to the
demographic shift from larger community respondents to smaller
community respondents? The age of respondents? National attention on
DEI or immigration?

C. Integration of Internal and External Roles

The priorities of both Local Government Professionals (LGPs) and Elected Officials
(EOs) between 2014 and 2025 demonstrate a meaningful convergence, moving in
compatible direction. This shift is evident in the significant increase in the
prioritization of internal factors such as Adherence to Policies and Procedures,
Execution by Management Team, Financial Stability, and Ethical Organizational
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Culture. These internal controls are likely viewed as necessary bulwarks against
external instability, ensuring that the local government organization can
demonstrably function effectively under increased public scrutiny. For EOs,
especially, this focus on tangible operational success provides clear, defensible
metrics to showcase competence to a highly engaged community.

A key observation in the 2025 data is the dual-pronged evolution of success
criteria. While core management functions and financial prudence are highly
prioritized, areas concerning relational capital and long-term growth and
development of human capital have seen a decline. Success in 2025 is less about
building community relations through traditional engagement and innovation (both
of which decreased) and more about managing perceived risk by maintaining strict
internal controls and directly addressing immediate public concerns expressed via
social media. This is starkly demonstrated by the significant increase in prioritizing
Citizen Satisfaction, indicating that managing negative feedback on social media
platforms has become a more urgent, reactive measure than proactive
communication strategies.
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IV. The Role of the Local Government Professional

A. Contributions of Local Government Professionals to Internal Roles

The question, noted below, was asked without any reference to being “internal”
but were paired together as areas where Local Government Professionals add
value within a local government organization. Below you will find the question
they were asked and the data organized by priorities 1-10 (1 most, 10 least).
The rank was determined by the average answer of respondents and
differentiated by respondent type and year.

“Please rank the following criteria based on the extent to which the position of
Local Government Professional contributes to the success criteria, “1” being
the most important and “10” being the least important.”

Internal Role of LGP - Priority Ranking Comparison
Local Gov_ernment Criteria Elected Officials
Professionals
Priority mismatch between EO and LGP in
the same year
AV 2025 ERGIERT Priority shift (2+) for LGP/EO 2025 AV,
between 2014 & 2025
2 1 Execution by Management Team 1 1
(Management / Technical)
Open Internal Communications (Management /
5 2 . 2 6
Technical)
Ethical Organizational Culture (Leadership /
1 3 6 3
Interpersonal)
3 4 Effective Planning/Programming/Structure 3 >
(Management / Technical)
4 5 Financial Stability (Management / Technical) 4 4
Innovative Organizational Culture (Leadership /
6 6 7 7
Interpersonal)
7 7 Adherence to Policies and Procedures 5 5
(Management / Technical)
Productive Interpersonal Relations (Leadership
8 8 8 8
/ Interpersonal)
Professional Development (Leadership /
9 9 10 9
Interpersonal)
10 10 Low Employee Turnover (Leadership / 9 10
Interpersonal)
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e Local Government Professionals - Internal Role of the Local
Government Professional

o ltis interesting that priorities 6-10 remained steady for LGPs regarding
the role of the LGP. Priorities 1-5 shifted slightly in order with two
exceptions that mirrored those of the EOs.

o Elected Officials re - Internal Role of the Professional Manager

o While the highest priority remained the same for EOs regarding the
role of a professional manager and many shifted only slightly, there are
two priorities that noticeably shifted.

Shifts Between 2014 & 2025

Open Internal Communications

e The largest move was the rise of Open Internal Communications - LGPs
from priority 5 to priority 2 and EOs from priority 6 to priority 2.

o This shift is inverse the decline of this priority when defining internal
organizational success. While both the EOs and LGPs rated this
priority lower in 2025 than in 2014, it remained relatively important in
defining success externally. They both saw the LGP’s contribution
significantly greater than in years past.

o Open communications from a LGP inside the organization and with
elected officials may be seen as more important than ever due to the
rise in access to information and public comment on the internet,
namely social media. The open internal communications from a LGP
with both other staff and elected officials is often seen as essential to
keep everyone aligned.

Ethical Organizational Culture

¢ Another noticeable move was the decline of Ethical Organizational Culture -
LGPs from priority 1 to priority 3 and EOs from 3 to 6.
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O

Similarly to the shift noted above, it is converse to the trend shown
when defining internal organizational success, particularly for the
EO’s.

The distinction between the shift in priority for the organization
internally and the LGP specifically seems to bring Ethical Culture from
an active intervention by the LGP to a foundational state of a
successful local government organization.

Consensus of LGPs and EOs on the Role of the LGP - Internal Criteria for

Success

e Top 2 Contributions

O

O

LGPs and EOs rank Execution by the Management Team and Open
Internal Communications as the #1 and #2 success criteria.

The consensus in 2025 would indicate that there is a shared focus on
operational excellence by EOs and LGPs. With the agreement and
elevation of 'Execution’ and 'Internal Transparency' to the top tier, both
LGPs and EOs are emphasizing the role of the LGP to focus most
exclusively to effectively implement the policies of the governing body
and manage the day-to-day activities of the organization.

e Technical Expertise

O

O

Priorities 1-5 for both LGPs and EOs, except for LGPs rank of Ethical
Organizational Culture, exclusively fall into the manage complex
technical work area.

This suggests a clear perception of the LGP as the Chief
Administrative Officer (CAO) and less of a Chief Executive Officer
(CEO). By prioritizing Technical Expertise, both LGPs and EOs are
defining the position as the vital administrative engine and technical
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expert of local governments, responsible for translating EOs political
vision into technical reality.

o LGPs and EOs see the most valued LGP as the one who treats
governance as a high-level technical discipline where execution is the
ultimate metric of success.

o The nuance of communicating openly and effectively is that it can only
occur if the leader is also skilled interpersonally (ranked #8). Talking,
listening, leading, and following are all wrapped in emotions that must
be acknowledged and addressed for sustained organizational
success.

e Differences
o While the numbers may be different in the ranks of LGPs and EOs,

they are extremely close. Ultimately, LGPs and EOs are aligned in
2025 about the role of the LGP.
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B. Contributions of the LGP to External Criteria for Success

The question was asked without any reference to being “external” but were
paired together as areas where LGPs add value regarding the external
perceptions of the organization. Below you will find the question they were
asked and the data organized by priorities 1-10 (1 most, 10 least). The rank was
determined by the average answer of respondents and differentiated by
respondent type and year.

“Please rank the following criteria based on how important they are in defining
a successful organization with “1” being the most important and “10” being the

least important.”

External Impact of LGP - Priority Ranking Comparison

Local Government

Professionals

Criteria

Elected Officials

Priority mismatch between EO and LGP
in the same year

AN 2025 BRRIEGIEE, Priority shift (2+) for LGP/EO [N AV
between 2014 & 2025
High Quality Customer Service (Management
1 1 ) 5 1
/ Technical)
Reliable Service Delivery (Management /
2 2 . 1 2
Technical)
4 3 Effective Intergovernmental Relationships 2 6
(Leadership / Interpersonal)
3 4 Open Communications/Civic Engagement 4 3
(Management / Technical)
High Functioning Infrastructure (Management
7 5 ) 3 5
/ Technical)
Citizen Satisfaction (Leadership /
5 6 6 4
Interpersonal)
Safe & Healthy Environment (Management /
8 7 . 7 8
Technical)
Positive Community Reputation (Leadership /
6 8 8 7
Interpersonal)
Positive Media Relationships (Leadership /
9 9 9 9
Interpersonal)
10 10 Culturally Vibrant Environment (Leadership / 10 10
Interpersonal)

e Local Government Professionals - Role of the Professional Manager
on External Criteria for Success
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o While priorities shifted a bit, there were very few significant changes.
Only two success criteria crossed over from top priorities to bottom
priorities.

e Elected Officials - External Role of the LGP

o EOs had some more significant changes. Priorities 7-10 remained the
same with slight variations, but there was some dramatic movement in
success criteria 1-6.

e The move that was most in sync between EOs and LGPs was the rise of
High Functioning Infrastructure — LGPs from priority 7 to priority 5 and
EOs from priority 5 to priority 3.

o The increase in importance by both parties may reflect the role LGPs
play in various facets of the infrastructure system including capital
improvement inventory and budgeting, securing available grant
funding for projects and managing the bidding and construction
aspects of the project.

o Asinfrastructure systems age and warrant replacement, the need often
exceeds available funding, requiring a fair and equitable process that
may find conflict with the current political environment.

e The EOs significantly lowered the impact of the LGP’s on High Quality
Customer Service from priority 1 in 2014 to priority 5 in 2025. Interestingly,
the LGP ranked this success criteria # 1 in both 2014 and 2025.

o The shift by the EOs may be due to the perception that the LGP is not
at the “front lines” in terms of dealing with the public, and that quality
customer service should be a priority of the organization. Numerous
customer transactions occur daily that the LGP is not privy to. It is
important, but not the most vital role of the LGP.

o This may also reflect the lowering of the priority for Citizen Satisfaction
from 4 to 6 by the EOs in 2025. The LGP plays a role in setting the
culture resulting in customer satisfaction, but so do many other
employees within the organization.
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e Conversely, the EOs significantly increased the impact the LGP has
regarding Effective Intergovernmental Relations raising this success
criteria from #6 in 2014 to #2 in 2025.

o One reason for the change might be the increased importance
governing bodies placed on working with other governmental agencies
considering limited resources and cross-jurisdictional service delivery
in an environment of government fragmentation. The LGP becomes
the point person on identifying and negotiating opportunities to work
with other governmental organizations to provide more economical
service delivery.

o The shift in emphasis may also be partly due to the demographic shift
from large community respondents to smaller community respondents,
who often do not have the available resources to provide certain
services on their own.

Consensus of LGPs and EOs on the Role of the LGP — External Criteria for
Success

o LGPs & EOs rated Reliable Service Delivery and Effective
Intergovernmental Relationships as high impact success criteria for
the LGP.

o While the consensus regarding the success criteria externally in 2025
is not as consistent as with the internal roles, these two priorities are
in each group’s top three. One could draw internal/external parallels
between the ratings of Execution by the Management Team and
Reliable Service Delivery. The LGP plays a vital role in insuring both
occur.

o Both groups likely realize that the LGP is the most logical leader in
intergovernmental activity. While other staff may serve on technical
multi-agency boards, it is the LGP who can best leverage opportunities
to the benefit of the organization.
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V. Key Findings and Trends

The longitudinal comparison between the 2014 and 2025 data sets reveals a
fundamental shift in the landscape of local government leadership. While the core
responsibilities of local governance remain constant, the environmental pressures
of the last decade have reshaped how success is defined and how the local
government professional is perceived. The following trends highlight a growing
tension between technical execution and relational leadership.

A. The Retreat to Technical Stability

A primary trend observed in the 2025 data is a shared "flight to stability."
Both EOs and LGPs have placed an increased premium on measurable,
technical criteria for success.

There is a significant upward trend in the importance of Financial Stability,
Adherence to Policies and Procedures, and Execution by the
Management Team. In a volatile political and economic climate, these
metrics are viewed as defensible goals of "good government.”

Conversely, aspirational goals such as Innovative Organizational Culture
have seen a marked decline. As the operational landscape has become
more complex, "innovation" is increasingly viewed as a secondary luxury
rather than a primary criteria of success.

B. The Erosion of Relational Expertise
The data suggests a troubling erosion of the relational side of governance.

While both groups acknowledge the necessity of information sharing, there
has been a notable decrease in the prioritization of Open Internal
Communications and Productive Interpersonal Relations as criteria for
success .

Success is increasingly defined by Citizen Satisfaction, which in the modern
era is often framed as reactive risk management rather than proactive
problem solving. The focus has shifted from to managing immediate public
scrutiny, often found through social media channels.

C. Narrowing Definitions of the Local Government Professional
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The perceived value of the LGP appears to be narrowing, focusing more on
the "Manage Complex Technical Work" gear and less on the "Leadership"
gear of the organizational engine.

Interestingly, while Open Internal Communications declined in its ranking
as a criteria for success, it rose as a specific required contribution by the
LGP. This suggests that EOs view organizational transparency not as a
strategic cultural value, but as a mandatory tool for navigating the modern
"attention economy."

D. Transition toward More Cautious Governance

The 2025 data suggests that the role of the LGP is in a state of defensive
transition. There is a growing inclination toward risk aversion, where
professionals focus on ethical compliance and financial survival to mitigate
the potential for involuntary termination.

VI. Observations for the Leader

Critical Leadership Skills that Impact Executive Judgment.

Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom. Aristotle

A leader cannot accurately test reality without a true sense of self. David Morrison, MD

At the Midwest Leadership Institute (MLI), we believe that the most effective
leaders use their mental skills and manage their emotional reactions to act
constructively to attain productive objectives. The leader needs to perceive
information accurately, synthesize the perceptions astutely, and ultimately act to
achieve the desired outcome. This is a judgment framework.

People who have these skills are powerfully effective leaders and contributors.
They are highly capable of performing the three tasks we believe effective
organizational leaders do — manage complex technical work, lead themselves, and
lead others.

To most effectively use their mental skills and manage their emotional reactions,
the leader must have an accurate picture of them. This is knowing oneself, truly
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understanding your personal analytics. At MLI, we utilize an assessment tool
developed by Morrison Associates Ltd. which provides a psychological profile of
who we are at the most fundamental level using tested scientific methodology. The
assessment measures thirteen factors across the judgment framework — how does
the leader perceive information, how effectively does the leader synthesize these
perceptions, and the impact the leader’s emotional reactions may have on their
actions.

The thirteen factors are:
Perceive Reality Accurately

1. Perceptiveness in Ambiguity
2. Context Perceptiveness

Synthesize Perceptions To identify Insights and Implications

1. Scope of Inquiry
2. Abstract Thinking
3. Emotional and Nonverbal Dexterity
4. Flexible Thinking

Manage Emotional Reactions to Attain Productive Objectives

1. Sensitivity to Shame
Burnout

Hyper — competitiveness
Perfectionism

Need for Validation
Excessive Self-reliance
7. Impulsivity

2L

Leaders today must react to an environment with misinformation, cynicism, political
polarization, irrational anger, and no agreement as to basic facts. There are new
norms of behavior that require the leader to navigate a shifting and volatile
landscape. This makes the judgment framework, based on a true understanding
of their mental skills and emotional reactions, critical. The leader must have
disciplined thought and regular periods of reflection.
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Data Points for Local Government Organizational Leaders

Based upon the results of the research projects completed in 2014 and 2025, we
thought it important to identify which of the thirteen factors should be given the
most consideration to maintain alignment between the elected officials and the
professional staff. Our thinking was framed by our experience working with critical
strengths assessment and our interactions with local government organizational
leaders currently in the field.

1. Perceptiveness in Ambiguity and Context Perceptiveness

Politics in a representative democracy tend to be regularly chaotic with
constantly changing criteria for success. It is the art of managing power
relationships. In today’s volatile, polarized political environment, the chaos
and change are much more severe. Both those leaders who are effective
perceiving accurately in ambiguity and those who are not must be aware of
the importance of structure and context in chaotic, conflictual situations.

When the environment is most chaotic, structure and context will help calm
the mind. Structure provides support and context helps people focus, get
aligned and be engaged. The emphasis in the 2025 research of adherence
to policies and procedures and execution by the management team shows
that both the elected officials and local government professionals are
searching for support from structure as negative emotions swirl around them.
Structure provides much needed support in the midst of challenging times.
It is imperative that the leader accurately perceives reality, especially in the
current environment. Understanding their tendencies regarding these two
factors will determine their ability to produce acceptable outcomes.

2. Scope of Inquiry and Flexible Thinking

Local government professionals tend to be excellent problem solvers. They
tend to be good at finding practical solutions to organizational challenges by
leveraging diverse knowledge and learning from both successes and
failures. In a rapidly changing and chaotic environment ripe with negative
emotions the focus on work tasks can be comforting but may cause the
leader to miss relationship tasks that need attention. This is particularly true
in an environment where digital communications tend to take precedence
over interpersonal communications, and the impulse is to glorify the trivial. A
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leader’s situational awareness is important to sharpen focus on what issues
truly need attention. The higher the leader rises in the organization, the more
forward thinking they must be. The task — relationship balance requires
constant reflection and attention to be able to see what is around the corner.

Effective leaders are constantly sharpening their focus. This takes disciplined
thought and disciplined action.

Funnel of Focus

3. Emotional and Non-Verbal Dexterity

In a political environment, this is a factor that a leader must recognize and
understand. Reading emotions of groups requires constant attention
because the performance of the group will be impacted by the emotions.
Task focused professionals, as identified above, may find this work too
disruptive to the task at hand. Groups, particularly in a political environment,
tend to make decisions based upon the emotions of the moment. This can
cause anger and disengagement in those who do not understand the power
of emotions in groups. The leader who is more task oriented needs to find a
reliable partner to assist with reality testing. The question the leader needs
to constantly ask is “Am | reading the room and seeing the non-verbal cues”?
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What jumps off the page in the 2025 research results is the lack of emphasis
on interpersonal relationships and communications. Building and
maintaining relationships is critical to trust and trust facilitates the democratic
process. When government organizations fail because of ineffective
leadership, the loss is not measured in the loss of money or property, the
harm is the erosion of trust.

Leaders build trust by being credible, predictable, present, and engaged.
Regular interpersonal connection is fundamental to these four tasks. There
has been a sorting into belief camps, algorithmically and emotionally. Things
that you say can be stripped of context and weaponized. These situations
cause negative emotions to ramp up which causes people to avoid relational
leadership work for fear of more negativity and increased personal risk.
Increased negative emotions make negotiation and compromise exceedingly
difficult.

. Sensitivity to Shame

Shame is a powerful emotion. There are four typical responses to shame —
attack yourself; attack others; withdrawal; and avoidance. Causing shame is
a defining tactic of 215t century politics. Cause shame, elicit a response, hope
the response is based on emotion and then attack the response, hopefully
causing more shame. Shame can be a powerful learning factor, or it can be
extremely dangerous if the leader is not self-aware and reflective.

A leader knowing their sensitivity to shame is crucial. To what extent are your
actions motivated by shame or embarrassment is a vital question. Rather
than being proactive, sensitivity to shame can lead to constantly reacting to
the latest tweet, a culture of constantly putting out fires rather than
strategizing longer term solutions.

This factor also speaks to the research results showing less emphasis on
productive interpersonal relations. There are risks with building and
maintaining interpersonal relations, particularly in a very public environment
such as local governance with so much ambiguity and changing criteria for
success.
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As noted, the research shows a more internal, near-term organizational
focus. This focus likely lessens the risk and the opportunity for negative
feedback and emotions. However, does this result in the local government
professional being more of a caretaker than strategic leader?

5. Hyper-competitiveness, Perfectionism, and Excessive self-reliance

These are all factors that require careful thought and constant management,
especially in the environment shown by the 2025 research.

Political governance in the 21% century has become a zero-sum game.
Someone must win and someone must lose. This is counter to the very
foundations of representative democracy which requires negotiation and
compromise. If hyper-competitiveness is a factor for the leader, time should
be spent building constructive ambition and lessening the probability of
stoking the flames of negative emotions by buying into the zero-sum game.
Seek the guidance of a trusted advisor with relational expertise to do reality
testing.

If the leader has perfectionism and the current environment causes the
leader to lower expectations and relax standards, the situation can be
dysfunctional. In addition to causing stress and negative emotions for the
leader, it can be confusing for the group and lead to disengagement and loss
of trust if it is counter to the leader’s instincts and normal behavior. Structure
and context are important in this regard. If adjustments to the standards and
expectations are necessary, they must be clearly communicated. The “why”
and the “impact” with provide the group with support in stressful times.

If the leader has a need for control, attention, and credit, [excessive self-
reliance] the current environment shown in the research can be dangerous,
particularly for longer tenured local government professionals. The research
shows that in 2025 the elected officials expect more management and less
leadership from the local government professionals. The result can be
frustration leading to anger and misalignment. The leader will need to find
ways to satisfy the need by building a cone of support that can sustain the
needs of the leader in difficult, conflictual situations.

6. Impulsivity
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If the leader has the need to act quickly to satisfy their own needs
[impulsivity] the current environment will test the leader’s ability to be
contemplative and resist immediate action when patience is advised. There
is a certain “speed sickness” permeating the environment which is made
more severe by the impact of social media.

The existence of today’s attention economy makes it seductive to follow a
reactive ready, fire, aim as opposed to a proactive ready, aim, fire. There is
a propensity to find the facts to fit the desired narrative. The leader needs
situational awareness to determine if the proper amount of time has been
spent collecting necessary data and synthesizing it.

The leader’s ability to manage negative feedback and the associated
emotions will determine sound judgment and drive productive outcomes.

Knowing yourself and managing your personal analytics is the pathway to
sustained leadership success. Following are some takeaways for consideration
based upon the 2025 research and the information presented above.

Organizational Leaders

Managi _ ,
C"z‘,?ﬁ&';‘f Technical Expertise

Technical

Work
>
Personal

) Analytics .
Knowmg Qne§elf Who am I\?gﬁ?slgﬁ

is the Beginning 1? i
. Leading
of all Wisdom Sl

Aristotle

Relational Expertise

The Midwest Leadership Institute
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The research calls for local government organizational leaders to resist the pull of
a singular focus on defensive technical governance and to commit to the full
leadership model depicted above. We believe that organizational leaders should
commit to the following:

1. Maintain technical excellence — financial stability and execution by
the leadership group are non-negotiable.

2. Invest in relational capital — Building and maintaining relationships
and constant attention to building and maintaining trust are vital.

3. Know yourself — Personal analytics and self-awareness are
foundational to sound judgment.

4. Manage the shame dynamic — Do not let reactive politics drive
organizational strategy.

5. Build for resilience, not just stability — Organizations need leaders
who can see around the corner, not just manage the current fire.

Organizational leaders should possess the technical expertise to manage complex
technical work and the relational expertise to lead oneself and others.
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Notes:

1. For Section Il data, the ranks provided were reversed scored such that
higher numbers indicate lower ranks (i.e., the higher the number the more
important that role was rated to be). This transformation was done to make
the results easier to interpret.

2. Some data were excluded from analyses due to illegible responses or failure
to follow directions.

2014

1. There were 228 elected officials and 387 local government professionals
included in the 2014 analyses.

2. Megan Pieterick and Natalie Gonzalez, both Northern lllinois University
undergraduate students, assisted with data entry for some of the surveys
included in the analysis presented in this report.

2025

1. Data was initially interpreted and reviewed for statistical significance by Dr.
Scott Robinson, faculty member in the WNorthern lllinois University
Department of Public Administration.

2. There were 264 elected officials and 108 local government professionals
included in the 2025 analyses.

3. Rachel Gorsuch Sorensen, JD, completed data conversion for some of the
survey included in the analyses presented in this report.
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Appendix: Respondent Characteristic Graphics

The following charts provide demographic and employment context for survey respondents in both the
2014 and 2025 research cycles. Charts are organized by Personal Demographics (gender, age,
education) and Employment Context (community size, tenure, employment history, and previous
managerial tenure and forced turnover).

Following are graphic depictions of the respondent characteristics:

Personal Demographics:
Gender

Survey Item: What is your gender?

2014 Local Government Professionals

9

2014 Elected Officials

® Men
= Women

2025 Local Government Professionals 2025 Elected Officials

‘) ’) e

= Men = Women

m Men

= Women

There has been a notable rise in women entering the professional local
government management pipeline, which is reflected in the LGPs responding to
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the survey. The gender breakdown of EOs from 2014 to 2025 has shown only a

slight increase.

Disclaimer: The demographic question on gender in the 2025 survey was limited
to a binary choice because the original 2014 survey instrument, reflecting the
normative standards of that time, did not include a non-binary or "other" option,
necessitating the replication of the structure for an accurate longitudinal

comparison.

Age

Survey Item: Which category below includes your age?
2014 - Ages of Local Government Professionals

0%

19% = 18-20 years
m 21-29 years
30-39 years

40-49 years
m 50-59 years

26% = 60 or older

2025 Ages - Local Government Professionals

0% 1%

W 18-20 years
W 21-29 years
W 30-39 years

31% 40-49 years
W 50-59 years
m 60 or older

The age demographics of LGPs
invites an interesting question. Is the
profession effectively aging in place?

While the over-60 age bracket has
remained relatively steady, signaling
consistent retirement, the younger end
of the spectrum has severely
contracted, with the 39-and-under
demographic comprising only 10% of
the professionals surveyed in 2025
opposed to the 23% in 2014.
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2014 Age Elected Officials

0% 2%

2

2025 Age Elected Officials

0% 2%

impacted the change.

= 18-20 years
m 21-29 years
= 30-39 years

40-49 years
m 50-59 years

= 60 or older

W 18-20 years
W 21-29 years
W 30-39 years
W 40-49 years
W 50-59 years

M 60 or older

The generational shift among EOs
presents a parallel and even more striking
trend than that observed in the LGPs.

The EO cohort is demonstrating a
significant rise in officials over the age of
60.

While the youngest EO demographic (39-
and-under) has remained relatively
consistent in its small proportion, the
critical 40-59 age group has shrunk by
13%. This might imply that fewer mid-
career professionals are running for or
winning office; elected officials are also
aging in place maintaining their positions;
or the shift in EO respondents from larger
to smaller communities, discussed later,

|Page 34



Education Level

Survey Item: What isthe highest level of education you have completed?

2014 Education Level Acheived by Professional Local Government
Managers

0% 2% 1% = graduated from high school
1%

p
W

2025 Education Level Acheived by Professional Local Government
Managers

= some college

= associates degree
bachelors degree

m some graduate school

m graduate degree in public
administration

m graduate degree in other
professional field

1%1‘ 3% o = graduated from high school

4% = some college

5%

® associates degree
bachelors degree

m some graduate school

= graduate degree in public

administration

m graduate degree in other
professional field

There was no significant shift in education levels
between 2014 and 2025.

2014 Education Level Acheived by Elected Officials

= graduated from high school
= some college
= associates degree

bachelors degree
m some graduate school

m graduate degree in public
administration

m graduate degree in other
professional field

2025 Education Level Acheived by Elected Officials

= graduated from high school

® some college
= associates degree
‘ bachelors degree
/ = some graduate school
25%

m graduate degree in public
administration

m graduate degree in other
professional field

of either group (LGPs or EOs)
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Employment Context (population served, tenure, career path):

Survey Item: What is the population of the community you serve?

2014 Community Size Served by Professional Local
Government Managers

® Less than 5,000

5,001 to 10,000

= 10,001-25,000
25,001-50,000

H50,001-100,000

B More than 100,000

2025 Community Size Served by Professional Local
Government Managers

M Less than 5,000

5,001 to 10,000

1 10,001-25,000
25,001-50,000

m 50,001-100,000

B More than 100,000

Community Size

Community size often determines the role
of an LGP and brings forth a unique
perspective of the job which may shift the
responses.

LGP respondents working in communities
25,000 and smaller represented 64% of
the LGP respondents in 2014 and only
slightly more at 74% of respondents in
2025. The slight shift in LGP respondents
from smaller communities is not
statistically significant and should not
affect the results of the survey.
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2014 Community Size Served by Elected Officials

EO respondents elected in communities
of less than 5,000 grew exponentially,
from 10% of respondents in 2014 to
47% in 2025. Respondents in every
other category declined with the most
significant downward shift being in
communities of more than 100,000 (from 2025 Community Size Served by Elected Officials
16% in 2014 to 2% in 2025). We

acknowledge that some changes in EO
perspectives may be attributed to this
community size demographic shift.

| Less than 5,000

5,001 to 10,000

1 10,001-25,000
25,001-50,000

W 50,001-100,000

W More than 100,000

| Less than 5,000
m 5,001 to 10,000
m10,001-25,000
25,001-50,000
m50,001-100,000

® More than 100,000
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Tenure

There was no significant shift in the tenure of either group (LGPs or EOs) between

2014 and 2025.

Survey Item: How long have you been in your current position?

2014 Tenure of Professional Local Governement Managers

v

m Less than 1 year
m 1-3 years

= 3-5years

= 5-10 years

= 10-15 years

m 15-20 years

m More than 20 years

2025 Tenure of Professional Local Governement Managers

v.

m Less than 1 year
m 1-3 years

m 3-5years

= 5-10 years

= 10-15 years

m 15-20 years

m More than 20 years

2014 Tenure of Elected Officials

\/

2025 Tenure of Elected Officials

\J

= Less than 1 year
= 1-3 years

m 3-5years

= 5-10 years

m 10-15 years

m 15-20 years

m More than 20 years

= Less than 1 year
= 1-3 years

= 3-5years

» 5-10 years

m 10-15 years

m 15-20 years

® More than 20 years
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Employment History (LGP only)

Respondents showed a rise in holding only their current position in a professional
local government manager role. The shift signals less turnover in local government

CAO roles.

Employment History: Data Available for Professional Local Government Managers Only

Survey ltem: How many professional local government manager positions have you held?

2014 Number of Previous Positions Held by Professional
Local Government Managers

= Only my current position
= 1-2 other positions

= 3+ other positions

2025 Number of Previous Positions Held by Professional
Local Government Managers

= Only my current position
= 1-2 other positions

= 3+ other positions
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Previous Managerial Tenure & Forced Turnover (LGP only)

There was no significant shift in the tenure of previous managerial roles or forced

turnover of EOs between 2014 and 2025.

Survey ltem: What is the average tenure of your previous managerial positions?

2014 Average Tenure of Previous Managerial Positions of
Professional Local Government Managers

2%
2025 Average Tenure of Previous Managerial Positions of
Professional Local Government Managers

= Less than 1 year
= 1-3 years

= 3-5years

= 5-10 years

= More than 10 years

= Less than 1 year

“ = 1-3 years
= 3-5years
= 5-10 years
= More than 10 years

Survey Item: Have you ever left a professional government manager position involuntarily?

Forced Turnover Reported by Professional Local Government
Managers

1%

= Have previously left a position
involuntarily

= Have not previously left a
position involuntarily

= No response

Forced Turnover Reported by Professional Local Government
Managers

1%

= Have previously left a position
involuntarily

= Have not previously left a
position involuntarily

= No response
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