Meeting Today's Challenges:
Competencies for the Contemporary
Local Government Professional

This is part 2 of our “Contemporary Challenges in Local Government” series.
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Part 1 was published in the December 2002 PM Magazine.!

John and Carol Nalbandian

n a previous article, we outlined two contemporary
trends—community building and modernizing of
the organization—that affect the work of local gov-
ernment professionals. In that article, we also iden-
tified some approaches to dealing effectively with
the problems of these trends. In this follow-up arti-
cle, we propose some competencies that contemporary local
government managers will need in order to meet their re-
sponsibilities and roles in this new world successfully.

Before we proceed, let’s briefly review these trends, which
have been derived from recent research, including an inter-
national database assembled after examining innovative and
democratic local governments:?

e Community building, this is, helping to build and maintain
a sense of community and the value of public life. This is
today’s external focus for the local government professional.
This trend reinforces the axiom that organizations are con-
tinually interacting and adapting in the light of environ-
mental changes. Today, a greater emphasis is being placed
on citizen engagement that goes beyond the required hear-
ings and public comment at formal meetings. It challenges
traditional orientations on service delivery and regulatory
responsibilities to fit into a community paradigm.?
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The importance of creating open,
transparent policy-making processes
is apparent and has begun to extend
into the administrative arena itself, as
politically active citizens grow to un-
derstand the influence of professional
staff on government decisions and,
therefore, expect to know how staff
members reach their conclusions and
recommendations.

This trend entails an examination
of the role of government and its re-
lationship to the private and non-
profit sectors in building collabora-
tive partnerships.

Finally, it also involves the emerg-
ing presence of regionalism, with the
opportunities and threats that it
poses for traditional ways of think-
ing about communities.

Modernizing the organization. This is
today’s expression of the traditional,
internal administrative focus for local
government management. The fusion
of technology with efficiency had cre-
ated inexorable forces of change. An
explosion of consequences has re-
sulted, not the least of which is the
sudden transformation in expecta-
tions about time, accessibility of in-
formation, and responsiveness.

Software that enables accounting
practices; tracks capital projects;
provides for e-government; and
manages pavement maintenance,
traffic control, the routing of solid-
waste collection vehicles, and inven-
tory has given rise not only to “better
practices” but also to higher expecta-
tions for professionalism and techni-
cal expertise. ‘

The technology and software that
modernize the organization’s internal
operations also allow citizens more
access to reports, agendas, minutes,
drawings and renderings, GIS-based
documents and data, and other infor-
mation. This accessibility affects how
the manager and other professional
and technical staff must deal with
the public, neighborhoods, and
special-interest groups. Managers

must act quicker and more transpar-
ently, as they prepare for public in-
volvement based on a review of mate-
rial shared by elected officials and
other staff.

Challenges

For the local government manager, the
first challenge is to understand the dif-
ferences between a community orienta-
tion and a traditional institutional
paradigm. Community orientation
places more emphasis on process,
norms, and direct engagement of citi-
zens, in contrast to the institutional per-
spective, which emphasizes structure,
the law, and representation. The man-
ager must be able to operate well in both
arenas and must resist the temptation to
make one more like the other. The two
spheres are necessarily different because
their purposes are different.

The second challenge occurs within
the organization, as employees attempt to
make better use of mushrooming knowl-
edge. As information and knowledge pro-
liferate, managers find that work teams,
decentralized decision-making processes,
and new managerial competencies are
better able to apply this knowledge effec-
tively and creatively. However, this egali-
tarian group approach challenges tradi-
tional departmental structures and
hierarchical decision making.

Additionally, in the third challenge,
these trends combine to accentuate the
tension between the two different per-
spectives. The first set of trends involves
an increasing emphasis on citizen en-
gagement, accessibility to information,
transparency in government, and greater
visibility and expectations for mayors. In
contrast, the second set of trends increas-
ingly emphasizes technical specialization,
expertise, and the norms and discipline-
based language of the professions.

These three challenges—which paral-
lel remarkably closely some enduring
questions about the relationship be-
tween democratic and bureaucratic per-
spectives—provide the backdrop for our
further discussion.

Responsibilities, Roles,
And Values of the Local
Government Professional

The primary responsibilities of man-
agement professionals are 1) to assist
the governing body and to mobilize
the administrative apparatus of local
government toward building and
maintaining a sense of community—in
many instances also acknowledging a
regional community; 2) to modernize
the organization and deliver services
efficiently, openly, and equitably; and
3) to bridge the gaps implied in the
challenges: those between community
and institutions; hierarchy and teams;
and citizens (politics) and experts
(professionalism).

The primary role is facilitative and
collaborative, with the intent of increas-
ing mutual understanding and building
consensus. It includes helping to develop
and nurture: collaborative partnerships,
policy-making processes, communica-
tion among the professionals in govern-
ment and citizens and their elected rep-
resentatives, and communication within
the organization between diverse profes-
sionals and technical specialists.

In part, this primary role involves
working to identify and remove barriers
so others can get their work done and
find meaning in that work. Perhaps
most important, the role is one of repre-
senting political and community per-
spectives when necessary and profes-
sional and administrative perspectives
when that is necessary. All this must be
done while still maintaining the man-
ager’s own personal integrity.

While building community, modern-
izing the organization, and translating
perspectives, the local government pro-
fessional confronts conflicting expecta-
tions rooted in value differences. On the
one hand, community building is based
fundamentally on an understanding that
values like representation, equity, and
rights are necessary, even if not suffi-
cient, to build a social contract that obli-
gates citizens to the collective good. On
the other hand, efficiency—along with
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effectiveness—is the fundamental value
that drives modernizing the organiza-
tion and marshals resources toward tar-
geted ends.

The responsibility of community
building requires working through con-
flicts among these four values—repre-
sentation, social equity, individual
rights, and efficiency—a time-consum-
ing and unavoidable process that defies
the expectations for faster, more respon-
sive, and less costly government.

These values are more than a means
to an end. In democratic government,
they are ends in themselves. They are
fundamental to democracy, and in that
sense alone they provide a foundation
for any public service profession. As au-
thor Donald Schon asserted years ago, in
an unstable era, values provide identity,
continuity, and stability.* And for the
management professional in situations
of political and technological flux that
question the traditional role expecta-
tions, values are an anchor for legiti-
macy and credibility.’

Competencies

In summary, the contemporary chal-
lenges of local government management
can be described as follows: He or she
must lead facilitatively and collabora-
tively in order to help build and maintain
a sense of community and respect for
public life, as well as to modernize an or-
ganization of divergent perspectives and
conflicting values. This is a mouthful, but
we think it captures in one sentence the
essence of what local government profes-
sionals do. What competencies are
needed in order to respond effectively to
these challenges?

Donald Wolfe has invested fruitful
effort in thinking and writing about the
nature of professional competence in
the applied behavioral sciences.5 Wolfe
has drawn these conclusions about
competence:

+ Competence always has a

context. Producing a desired re-
sult always involves a relationship
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he competent
Tprofessional
thinks hard about
what he or she is
doing and must be
able to move back
and forth between
concrete realities
and the abstract
theories that give
meaning to the

situation.

between factors in the person and in
the situation. What a person may be
able to accomplish in one situation
may be more difficult, if not impos-
sible, in another. Thus, aspiring
learners—whether managers or
their staff—need models that can
lead to understanding in a wide vari-
ety of environments. They need ex-
posure and practice in a variety of
situations.

» Competence is rooted in a

knowledge base and in ana-
lytical skills. The able professional
thinks hard about what he or she is
doing and must be able to move back
and forth between concrete realities
and the abstract theories that give
meaning to the situation. On this
point, Donald Schon has observed
that effective professionals are not ex-
perts because they diagnose, apply
knowledge, and evaluate. They are
experts because they can engage the
complexity, uncertainty, and unique-
ness of a situation and probe and ask
questions until a decision-making
framework emerges.

¢ Competence and values are
inevitably interdependent.
Wolfe argues that we value what we
can understand and that our values
are modified by changes in the way
we construe the world. Most likely,
what is meant here is that untested
values are more rhetorical than be-
havioral guides and that a person’s
values are indeed shaped by his or
her experiences, even as they provide
guidance to ways of thinking and
acting. There also is an instrumental
relationship between competence
and a value system that guides the
use of that competence. “We value
the competence because it enables
the creation of valued outcomes.”
And it might be added that valued
outcomes are those that give an indi-
vidual’s life meaning.

+ Competence involves the
whole person. “To treat knowl-
edge and skills as tools to be picked
up and added on would be to miss the
creative adaptation and incorporation
of such skills into a unified personal
style. The development of a profes-
sional identity involves the integra-
tion of many different factors (knowl-
edge, skills, values, personal strengths,
and propensities) into an organic
whole that gives the professional’s
competence fluidity and creativity.”

Wolfe’s ideas have provided the guid-
ance necessary for us to connect the re-
sponsibilities, roles, and values of con-
temporary local government managers
with their competencies.

The accompanying figure summa-
rizes the responsibilities, roles, and val-
ues that underpin the professionalism
of the contemporary city or county ad-
ministrator. Augmenting the figure, we
have identified what we consider the
elements of competence associated
with the responsibilities, roles, and val-
ues. The figure and competencies
should be viewed as complements to
the 17 practice areas ICMA has identi-
fied as the core of professionalism in
local government.
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Responsibilities Roles Values
o Community building. * Facilitate. o Representation.
 Modernizing the organization. | e« Build partnerships. | * Efficiency.

« Closing gaps in divergent

o Individual rights.

perspectives. * Social equity.
Competencies: Knowledge about change
Knowledge, Skills, and o Understanding the dynamics of
Talents; Emotional and change and stability.

Personal Attributes

Based on the figure then, what are the
specific areas of knowledge, skills, and
talents, as well as emotional and per-
sonal attributes, that a local government
professional needs to develop?

Knowledge

Knowledge of the poliltical and

policy arenas

o Understanding the role of the gov-
erning body and the staff in commu-
nity building.

¢ Understanding the role of the local
government in helping to build and
maintain a sense of community.

o Understanding the impact of region-
alism and broader forces on commu-
nity building.

o Understanding the differences
among political, administrative, and
community perspectives and the
policy-making processes where these
divergent perspectives come into
play.

¢ Understanding how these values con-
tribute, individually and in combina-
tion, to community building.

Administrative knowledge

e Understanding how modernization
and making information accessible to
citizens affects expectations about
local government processes.

¢ Knowledge of better practices.

¢ Understanding how these values an-
chor democratic government and
successful relationships between
elected officials and professional
staff.
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¢ Understanding the planning of
change.

Knowledge about oneself

o Understanding the way in which per-
sonal attributes influence how a per-
son chooses and fulfills his or her roles.

+ Knowing the difference between fa-
cilitative and authoritative ways of
fulfilling that person’s roles.

¢ Understanding how values influence
a manager’s perceptions, including
problems worthy of effort, appro-
priate solutions, and standards of
evaluation.

Skills and Talents

Political and policy skills and

talents

o Bringing the right people together for
problem-solving purposes and then
fostering a climate that promotes
trusting relationships, loyalty, and
commitment.

o Articulating unspoken values and
perspectives.

» Helping to identify and state problems
in ways that facilitate decision making,
learning, and change. Being able to
identify partnership opportunities.

o Resolving and managing conflict.

* Being able to articulate and translate
political, administrative, and com-
munity perspectives.

o Being able to educate others about
the way government works.

Administrative skills and talents

¢ Developing cooperation and collabo-
ration among departments and gov-
ernmental units.

o Connecting the work of the govern-
ing body with that of the professional
staff.

» Recognizing and promoting oppor-
tunities for adopting best practices.

¢ Influencing people effectively toward
organizational goal achievement.

Skills and talents related to values

education

¢ Communicating and serving as a
model for the value of public service.

o Expressing the values that provide a
foundation for public service.

o Encouraging the development of or-
ganizational values consistent with
those of the community.

o Challenging community values when
they are narrowly defined.

o Being able to educate others about the
value implications of their choices.

Emotional and Personal
Attributes

According to author Edgar Schein’s re-
search, there are essential traits that
characterize the effective manager:’

¢ Capacity to be stimulated by emo-
tional and interpersonal issues and
crises, rather than become exhausted
or worn down by them.

o Capacity to bear high levels of re-
sponsibility without becoming
paralyzed.

o Ability to exercise power and make
difficult decisions without guilt or
shame.

o Capability of absorbing the emo-
tional strains of the uncertainty of in-
terpersonal conflict, responsibility,
and other stressors.

Donald Wolfe’s research concluded
that a public manager needs to have:®

o A spirit of inquiry into how things re-
ally work, including a commitment
to one’s own learning and growth.

e An integration of one’s personal
self—who the person is—into one’s
professional work.

¢ A commitment to public service values.
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oday’s local

government
professional is not
expected to be
superhuman... or
so we hope.

e The capacity to function indepen-
dently without limiting one’s ability
to collaborate.

Today’s local government profes-
sional is not expected to be superhuman
... or so we hope. However, the widely
varied knowledge, skills, talents, and
personal attributes that appear neces-
sary for success certainly encompass
enough breadth and depth to involve a
willingness to grow continually and to
learn from others through ore’s entire

career, IR
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Having Trouble Managing Accountability?
IPMA Can Help!

The need to increase accountability; or Return on Investment (RO!), among all
areas of an organization is on the rise in the public sector. However, the actual
implementation of accountability processes still remains in its infancy, and
challenges abound, making ROI difficult to evaluate.

Measuring ROI in the Public Sector, a new publication produced by the
International Personriel Management Association (IPMA) and the American
Society for Training & Development (ASTD), presents the necessary tools and
solutions needed to successfully gauge ROI.

With 10 case studies from a variety of organizations presenting a wide range
of settings, methods, techniques, strategies, and approaches from all levels
of government, this practical casebook is the definitive strategic business
tool in building accountability for HR practitioners; instructors/professors;
researchers; consultants; and managers.

Measuring ROI in the Public Sector is available to both IPMA members and
non-members for $49.95 each, plus shipping & handling. To order, contact the
IPMA Publications Department at: (703) 549-7100. Or, send us an e-mail at:
publications@ipma-hr.org. Please indicate order code ROI-PS when placing
your order.

ipma

Source Code: ICM-ROI
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International Personnel Management Association
1617 Duke Street, Alexandria, VA 22314

tel: 703-549-7100 @ fax; 703-684-0948

email: ipma@ipma-hrorg ® web: www.ipma-hr.org
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