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The City Employment Edge
The Center for State and Local Government Excellence recently conducted a poll to find out  

how people view local government as a potential employer. Good benefits, security, and the  

chance to contribute to society are seen as the primary perks of working in the public sector. 

t a time when large numbers of 
highly skilled public employees 
are becoming eligible to retire, 
it’s important to know what 
Americans think about working 
in state or local government. 
Already there are shortages of 
prepared individuals for vacan-

cies in public health, finance, emer-
gency management, engineering, 
information technology, and city and 
county management. 

The Center for State and Local 
Government Excellence commissioned 
a nationwide public opinion poll of 
1,200 adults to find out what char-
acteristics and benefits are important 
to them in choosing a job. (For more 
information about the telephone survey, 
see, Security: What Americans Want from a 
Job, Data Report, available at slge.org.)

From a list of 15 benefits and  
characteristics that may be important  
in choosing a job:
■	 Eighty-four percent of Americans 

ranked health insurance at the very top. 
■	 Job security, and clear policies and 

procedures (82 percent each) were 
ranked next in importance; the retire-
ment or pension plan (76 percent) 
ranked fourth; and a flexible, family-
friendly workplace was in fifth place 
(71 percent). 

■	 Pay ranked 10th with 65 percent, 
trailing such matters as getting quick 
decisions on issues (69 percent); 
working with talented managers  
(68 percent); having the potential for 
promotions (66 percent); and being 
creatively and intellectually stimu-
lated (66 percent).

By Elizabeth K. Kellar

■	 Only 20 percent of Americans have a 
great deal or quite a lot of confidence 
in the federal government. 

■	 State and local governments get 
somewhat higher ratings: 35 percent 
express high levels of confidence in 
the local government, and 27 percent 
express high levels of confidence in 
state government. 

■	 The percentage of those who have 
very little confidence in government 
is relatively high: 41 percent express 
very little confidence in the federal 
government; 29 percent have very 
little confidence in state government; 
and 23 percent have very little confi-
dence in local government. 
The public’s skepticism of govern- 

ment’s ability to perform well is undoubt-
edly colored by recent events such as 
the inadequate response to Hurricane 
Katrina. When asked how prepared 
governments are to deal with a major 
public health crisis, 14 percent say that 
local governments are very well prepared 
and 57 percent say they are somewhat 
prepared. 

Talent strategies for the future
Taking stock of our present reality is the 
first step toward a better future. The aging 
demographics of local governments are 
a sobering reminder that leaders need to 
develop a plan to address the large wave 
of baby boomer retirements. 

According to Census data, about 
one-third of state and local government 
employees are over age 50, and most of 
them are highly educated and skilled 
“knowledge workers”—engineers, 
managers, legal professionals, health  
care workers, and educators. While only 

A
Comparing public and private sectors
Americans say that jobs in state and 
local government offer better benefits, 
better job security, and a better chance 
to make a contribution to society than 
in the private sector. But respondents 
say the private sector has advantages 
when it comes to encouraging innova-
tion and creativity, working with the 
best and brightest, and offering oppor-
tunities for promotion.

There is encouraging news for the 
public sector in this survey. Half of 
American workers say they would be 
at least somewhat interested in taking a 
job in local government (58 percent)  
at some point in their lives. In fact,  
one in five say they would be very inter-
ested in working for local government. 
Many say they would like to help people.  
Some 42 percent say they might be 
very interested in helping the poor, 
elderly, or other people in need, and  
30 percent say they would be very 
interested in working with children. 

While Americans say they are inter-
ested in working for state or local gov-
ernment, they also see those jobs as 
more difficult to get than a job in the 
private sector. They think it is harder to 
find job openings, and 43 percent say it 
is too complicated to apply for a local 
government job. But an equal num-
ber say it is no more complicated than 
applying for a job in private business. 
(The Center’s Facing the Future Data 
Report provides more details on this.)

Confidence in government a concern
Public confidence in government has 
been slipping nationwide. According to 
the poll results:

C i t y  W o r k f o r C e  o f  t h e  f u t u r e
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32 percent of private sector workers are 
classified as knowledge workers, almost 
70 percent of public sector employees 
fall into this category. This will have a 
significant impact on the ability of  
governments to meet the public’s needs 
in an increasingly complex world.

Human resource professionals worry 
that the workforce challenges will 
become a crisis before they get the 
attention of the leadership. Their pri-
mary concerns include:
■	 Does our organization have a plan to 

address long-term workforce needs?
■	 What data does our organization have 

about its workforce demographics?
■	 Will our organization have the skills 

it needs to provide the public with 
the level of services it expects?

■	 Is our leadership focused on staff 
development?

■	 What incentives or strategies will 
promote mentoring and minimize 
turnover?

■	 What can we do to avoid massive 
turnover?

■	 How can we hire the talent we  
need in the future with our budget 
constraints?

Strategies for all generations
There are as many creative solutions 
for the evolving workforce as there are 
challenges. With the right incentives 
and policy changes, some employees 
who are eligible to retire may be  
persuaded to stay long enough to  
help mentor new hires. Others may be 
interested in part-time work.

Some will come from the nonprofit 
or private sectors seeking a second 
career. According to a 2005 survey by 
MetLife Foundation and Civic Ventures, 
43 percent of workers aged 50-70 now 
say they have considered a second career, 
compared with 32 percent in that age 
group in 2003. (For more information, 
see the Face of Work Survey report, avail-
able at www.civicventures.org.)

Having a plan to recruit and grow 
talent is another important strategy. 
Strong leadership development and 
other training programs will attract new 
employees and help retain current staff.

To reach young people, local gov-
ernment leaders will need to create 
more internships and entry-level job 
opportunities. They also will need to 
reach out to youth to tell their personal 
stories about how local governments 
make a difference in people’s lives. 

Having meaningful work assignments 
is important to this generation. (See 
related article, page 8.)

In the Center’s poll, the potential 
for promotion was also very important 
for young workers. At the same time, 
job security was more important for 
younger workers (ages 18–29) than for 
baby boomers (ages 42–61). 

Finding and keeping young talent
Mary Sassi, executive director of  
strategic operations, Sarasota County, 
Fla., got her start in local government 
through the Local Government Manage-
ment Fellowship. She advises local gov-
ernment leaders to take these steps to 
keep young talent in their organizations:
1. Showcase the values dimension of 

local government work
2. Offer job opportunities that buck the 

“silo mentality” in favor of a more 
holistic approach to work.

3. Create opportunities for employees 
to make horizontal career moves in 
addition to vertical moves.

H i g H l i g H T i n g  C i T y  C a r e e r  o p T i o n S  a n d  b e n e F i T S  
i S  k e y  T o  a T T r a C T i n g  j o b  S e e k e r S

The Center for State and Local Government  
poll results generally showed a greater level 
of enthusiasm among respondents for the 
possibility of seeking a career in local gov-
ernment than did the League of Minnesota 
Cities’ “Value of Cities” survey.

This disparity may be attributed in part to 
the types of survey questions. In the Center’s 
study, the question of “Would you be very 
interested, somewhat interested, not too 
interested, or not at all interested in taking 
a job with your local government?” was 
preceded by a set of questions regarding 
what respondents think is important in a job, 
such as compensation, benefits, flexibility, job 
security, and autonomy. Additionally, respon-
dents were prompted by questions about 
the likelihood of pursuing employment in 
specific careers associated with public service, 
such as law enforcement, education, public 
health, and environmental professions.

In contrast, respondents from the League’s 
Value of Cities survey were asked, “Have  
you ever considered working for city govern- 
ment?” immediately following a question 
regarding the nature of the respondent’s  
current employer (for-profit, nonprofit, 

public, self-employed, retired, etc.) and as 
part of a series of demographic categoriza-
tion questions.  Thus, respondents from the 
Center’s survey were provided with a greater 
contextual opportunity to associate jobs in 
local government with positive attributes, 
such as receiving good benefits and contrib-
uting to a high quality of life.

From this, we can assume that local govern-
ment employment would be more appealing 
if job descriptions and advertisements high-
lighted both tangible employee benefits and 
“psychic” benefits—those associated with a 
sense of both personal satisfaction and pro-
fessional fulfillment, like making a difference 
for the good of society. The latter is perhaps 
more strongly associated with employment 
in the nonprofit sector.

Elected and appointed officials, as well as 
other city staff, are aware that city employ-
ment provides numerous opportunities 
to contribute to the quality of life in our 
communities.  It’s important to communi-
cate that to job seekers in highly visible and 
innovative ways. This will help ensure the 
stability of the city workforce of the future.

4. Break the Catch-22 dilemma of 
insufficient experience.

5. Draw younger employees into the 
decision-making process.
But even as employers focus on 

those growth needs, they also will want 
to be sure they retain good benefits, 
one of the traditional strengths of a 
government job. Having high quality 
health insurance and retirement plans  
is becoming more important as the 
competition for talent intensifies in  
the years ahead. 

Now is the time for governments 
to plan ahead to meet their workforce 
challenges. Having the talent ready to 
step up when jobs need to be filled will 
help local governments meet the needs 
of our communities, whether addressing 
fiscal challenges, planning issues, public 
health, or a crisis. It is too important to 
leave to chance. 
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