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Public Servants, the Press, and the Public:  
Creating Solutions for Positive Relations 

                             
“I believe if a private citizen is able to affect public opinion in a constructive way he 

doesn't have to be an elected public servant to perform a public service.” 
-Warren Beatty 

 
A little over a year ago we reached out to our clients and asked them what keeps them up at night – what 
challenges we could help them solve.  One of the most frequently mentioned items was this notion of public 
perception. Soon thereafter we conducted a research study on Inspiring Excellence in the Future of Public 
Service.  Our main objectives were to discover how the environment of public service is changing and how 
to best prepare the leaders of the future.  Low and behold, we heard the same thing over and over again.  
What has changed in the last 20 years?  Public perception.  So much so, that many of the current leaders in 
our study would potentially choose a different industry if they were looking to start their career today.   
 
The public is now so much more aware of the services they receive - how they pay for them and receive 
them - and they are exercising their right to have an opinion on how their money is spent.  On one side of 
the coin you have the public interest and engagement – which every public sector employee should 
absolutely be taking to heart.  On the other side, you have the press – whose business it is to find a story to 
print- and preferably one that sells. The public has heard the negative stories played out on a national and 
local level and at times have gotten a bad taste about public servants.  It is wearing and can have a negative 
impact on those who run our governments and public services.   
 
Any organization development consultant will tell you this is not ideal.  When people feel scrutinized, they 
tend to hold back and become stuck fearing the potential consequences.  The best decisions are made with 
all the input possible, with an open-mind, and with freedom to exercise choice.  The best outcomes are 
achieved when everyone involved provides input and there are resources to support follow-through.   

 
“It's appropriate to celebrate public service, and the thoughtful people who choose 

to serve. They symbolize what is good and decent about this historic citizen 
legislature, and we thank them.” 

-Robert. L. Ehrlich 
 
When organizations involve the public and their employees in the conversation about how services are 
impacted, the solutions that are created tend to work really well, even when one or both sides of the 
equation are compromising or losing something they don’t want to lose. There are several examples of 
water agencies in San Diego that have involved their customers in the conversation about the demand for 
water and the inevitability of raising rates.  When the organization and its customers got together to 
discuss the options, customers were more willing to live with higher rates than when they had not been 
involved in the conversation. These are powerful examples of how we can change the conversation from 
potentially negative to positive and rewarding. 
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And so, as an organization development firm – oriented always to inspiring leaders and 
organizations to be their best – we aim to support to our clients, and to those who work in public 
service in general, by creating an opportunity to join in the conversation about the realities of public 
service today.  This is a chance to gain an understanding of what drives public opinion and think about 
solutions for creating a positive exchange between the public and those who serve them. 
 
We’ve created a forum for a unique panel discussion in order to bring to you several different perspectives. 
They’ve seen it, lived it, and felt it.  We want to hear from them. What have they seen work well, what could 
be done differently, and most importantly, how can we all  feel positive about our role in serving the noble 
good?   Let’s ask those who work with the press how we can turn the conversation to the positive and be 
more proactive about creating an understanding of what we do and who we are.  Finally, let’s learn about 
best practices from those who are having success so we can learn and make a strategy for our own. 
 

 
Our Panel: 

• Walt Ekard, previously CAO, County of San Diego 
• Jason Foster, Public Affairs Director, San Diego County Water Authority 
• John Nienstedt, President, Competitive Edge Research & Communication, Inc. 
• Tom Shepard, Political Consultant, Tom Shepard and Associates 
• Dana Smith, previously Assistant City Manager, cities of Newport Beach, Napa,  

and Chula Vista 
 
 
In preparing for our future leaders we look to our panelists and our audience to consider how we continue 
to make public service meaningful work – even in light of the changes in public awareness, opinion, and 
involvement.  Two suggestions shared by many who participated in our study were to:   
 

• Identify the Public Need and Provide a Valued Service 
• Communicate the Value of Public Service Back to Communities 

 
Are you already doing these things?  What is working?  Does that cover it?  Will taking those steps ensure a 
change in the conversation?  We hope you can join us in this frank discussion about how to respect and 
respond to the people we serve, and at the same time, feel excited, passionate, and rewarded for the work 
we do. 
   

“I believe we need to attract a new generation of the best and brightest to public 
service and I believe that government can be a source of inspiration, not 

degradation.” 
-Andrew Cuomo 

 
Register for the event on May 21st (1:30-4:30pm) here. 

 
Article written by Kathryn Rippy, M.S., BCC  

Director, Organization Development at The Centre for Organization Effectiveness
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