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In the past, becoming an employer of choice was often seen as a private sector goal or accomplishment. Today, 

however, this concept is starting to gain momentum across public sector organizations as well. 

The Great Resignation is forcing the public sector to become more competitive when it comes to hiring and 

retaining employees. And that means making their practices and cultures more attractive to prospective and 

current employees who want to work for organizations they can believe in — and where they are respected and 

valued for their contributions.

The following excerpts are highlights from a UKG Industry Insights session that featured a panel of industry 

experts (below) discussing the importance of striving to be an employer of choice in public sector in a very 

competitive landscape.

Excerpts from Industry Insights Digital Summit, 8/10/22

Q&A with the Experts: How Public Sector 
Organizations Can Become Employers of Choice
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Knickeita Bullock, Principal Public Sector Consultant, UKG
Knickeita is a human capital and workforce management consultant with more than 20 

years of public sector consulting experience. She’s a trusted partner, strategic advisor, and 

thought leader who engages technology in a data-driven solutions process.

Marcia Conner
Executive Director, 
National Forum for Black 
Public Administrators 
(NFBPA)

With more than 20 years of public sector administrative experience, 

Marcia Conner has served as a city manager, town manager, and 

budget director for various entities throughout the U.S. She also 

serves as the director of MLC Consulting and provides one-on-one 

consulting for governmental and nonprofit agencies.

Dr. Wazir Ishmael
City Manager, 
City of Hollywood, FL

Dr. Ishmael has more than 30 years of experience as a city administrator, 

planner, and international business executive with the City of Miramar; 

City of Hollywood; Clark County, Washington; Broward County Planning 

Council; Wigan Council, Lancashire, UK; CTG-Power Systems 

International; and PlanLogical Corporation.

Dayana Vice
Strategic Advisor for 
Citywide HR Planning & 
Innovation, City of Seattle

Dayana (Dayo) Vice is strategic director of a citywide initiative to end 

racism and to encourage folks to truly be employers of choice and to 

embody equity and drive inclusion at the City of Seattle. She is also a 

gifted actress who uses her theatrical experience to lean into making 

change and be an institutional disruptor.
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Q&A: How Public Sector Organizations Can Become Employers of Choice

Dr. Ishmael, what are your thoughts around employer of 

choice? Why is it important, and what does it mean? 

Billy, can you speak to those considerations and how 
you currently track employees' work time to stay in 
compliance?

leadership helps employees, and the substance of their work. If your EVP is truly stronger than your competitors, you 

will be an employer of choice and be able to attract and retain the best talent. Of course, your EVP will differ depending 

on your employees’ backgrounds and, broadly speaking, their generational cohorts: Baby Boomers, Generation Xers, 

Millennials, Gen Z, etc. Employers must think about these differences in their employee cohort population and offer an 

environment that’s attractive and inclusive of these differential needs. 

An employer of choice also provides an environment where employees feel supported, recognized, and appreciated, 

and where there is social cohesion. An employer of choice treats their employees in a very dignified manner. You need 

to ensure employees know their purpose, feel important, and are part of the work they’re helping to create. You also 

need to create an environment that fosters continuous learning and improvement with the opportunities you’ve given 

them for growth and accomplishment. And finally, I believe an employer of choice promotes a sound work-life balance 

and provides opportunities for engagement on all levels — one in which the employees are proud and loyal and are 

grateful for the opportunity to make a difference in a giving and supportive environment.
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To me, being an employer of choice can be distilled to something called your employee value proposition 

or EVP. What employees get for what they give, with the give portion of this equation having a number of 

metrics: your time, effort, experience, the ideas that you bring to the table, and your education. The get 

portion includes tangible rewards, such as the positive experience of working in a company, the way its

Dayo, same question. What are your thoughts about employer of 

choice? And have you ever worked somewhere that you consider 

to be an employer of choice?

I think Dr. Ishmael really hit the nail on the head. I particularly zeroed in on what he said about the ways 

we should be treating our generations differently. As an older Millennial, when I come to work, I want to 

be myself everywhere I go, and an employer of choice to me is somewhere where they welcome me as a 

disruptor, someone who is different and has different kinds of needs. They’re curious about how to

make an environment for every kind of person, and I think really paying attention to your people, the bodies they 

show up in, the color of their skin, their weight, their mental health makeup, their different health needs, all of that 

contributes to whether a person wants to stay. 

Before COVID-19, all of us were struggling with what was supposed to be OK when you go to work; like, you have to 

dress a certain way or your hair has to look a certain way. Your proximity to whiteness is always more favored. There 

are all these different things where if you’re not putting yourself forward, you’re considered unprofessional and like 

you’re not trying. And I think COVID-19 allowed us to see each other in our homes with our kids and pets running 

around and the fullness of our lives. And all of a sudden, that is all welcome here! And that’s what we’re hearing from 

surveys from all our colleagues: I want to be the fullness of myself at my job. 
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Marcia, you’re in a unique position because you’re not limited to one 
jurisdiction; you drive change throughout the country via the National 
Forum for Black Public Administrators. What is your perspective on what 
employers can do right now to be considered employers of choice?

want to do work well. But they also don’t want to be on call 24 hours. They want that balance between work and life, 

and the more employers can incentivize that and provide those opportunities for their employees? I think that is 

absolutely wonderful. 

We’ve also heard about things some of our HR directors are doing to encourage employees to deal with stress and take 
care of themselves from a mental health perspective. And you’re even seeing our employee assistance programs 
responding to that. There are examples of employees now having massages paid for to deal with stress and being 
encouraged to try yoga and other exercise programs within the workplace itself. 

I think the other factor is transformational leadership. Leadership that listens to their employees is able to deal with 
change. We saw a lot of change between 2020 and 2022, and I think the employers who were ready for it probably 
excelled at it and were able to turn on a dime, be flexible, and be creative in how they were still able to get work done. 

And I think the other issue is valuing diversity. We’ve seen the value over the past 18-24 months in terms of the need for 
diversity in the workplace. But we also need to peel back diversity a little bit and say diversity in terms of thought and 
deed, and how employees are valued for who they are personally and how they think in the workplace, and also
individually in how your workplace reflects the communities in which you live. I think these are really strong reasons  
why someone would select an employer of choice, along with opportunities for growth and advancement. A good 
example would be someone who’s been in their job for 20 years and wants to do something different. Allowing that 
employee to step out and do something different is changing up the old systems of how things have always been done 
in the workplace. That flexibility also helps people become employers of choice.

I’d like to point out that this real issue of work-life balance is really, really important for being an 

employer of choice. We’ve known that the folks in innovation and technology probably got this right long 

before the public sector in terms of the work-life balance and the important fact that employees 

Q&A: How Public Sector Organizations Can Become Employers of Choice

I come from a space of innovation and creation, and what I would like to drive home is that we’re moving 

toward the 30-hour work week. The 40-hour work week is a thing of the past, and employers of choice 

know that. Employers of choice know that technology has allowed us to do our jobs in less time. 

And when they give people space to be creative, to live their lives, 

to be the fullest version of themselves every hour of every day, 

people are going to want to stay there. As you said, Dr. Ishmael, if 

they’re treated with dignity, they will hold themselves with 

dignity, and they will be loyal. They will care about where they 

work. For me, becoming a civil servant was the turning point for 

me. I realized, wow, everything I do can be important, even if it’s 

just stapling a bunch of packets together. I am serving my 

country, my city, my municipality, whatever it is. And so I think in 

the public sector, we have that amazing edge of saying what you 

do will be meaningful and we’re going to help you do meaningful 

work. So that, to me, is a definition of an employer of choice.

“In the public sector, we have 

that amazing edge of saying 

what you do will be meaningful 

and we’re going to help you do 

meaningful work. So that, to 

me, is a definition of an 

employer of choice.”

‒ Dayana Vice, City of Seattle
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Billy, can you speak to those considerations and how 
you currently track employees' work time to stay in 
compliance?
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COVID-19 and the Great Resignation have taught us a lot about how we 

need to do things differently. Becoming an employer of choice, 

especially in the public sector, is the way we’re going to continue

Q&A: How Public Sector Organizations Can Become Employers of Choice

to have employees. We know that Millennials are going to be the largest 
working population within the next 10 years, and if we aren’t communicating 
with and engaging them, we’re not going to have a workforce. Dr. Ishmael, 
what is step one that every public sector employer can take to start moving 
in the right direction?

I think above all employees need to know their employers care about their well-being, and not just their 

physical well-being, but their emotional well-being as well. People don’t leave jobs because of the work; 

they leave jobs because of the environment, because they feel no one’s listening to them. They think,

“no one really cares for me,” particularly younger workers. They really are looking at those things. They are looking 

at the ethics of the organization and what’s happening there and whether the work is meaningful and what they’re 

doing has a significant contribution to humankind or to the environment. You have to surround your workers with 

that kind of organization. Without creating that type of vision, I don’t think you will be successful. 

So if I were to call out one thing, it would be this whole caring notion I think we have lost, because a lot of times we 

were looking at the bottom line. And from the public side, we have to ask ourselves, “why did we go into this?” We 

come into this industry to serve, to provide something. And at the end of our careers, at the end of my career, that’s 

what I’m going to look back on. What have I done to make this world a better place? What has been my 

contribution? And if I can foster that growth with the people with whom I have been associated and for them to 

continue that legacy, I think I will have done my job.

“Employees need to know their employers care 
about their well-being, and not just their physical 
well-being, but their emotional well-being as well. 
People don’t leave jobs because of the work; they 
leave jobs because … they feel no one’s listening to 
them.”

− Dr. Wazir Ishmael, City of Hollywood
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Q&A: How Public Sector Organizations Can Become Employers of Choice

Marcia, what are your final thoughts about what employers 

can do right now to be employers of choice? 
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If we’re going to move forward with attracting Millennials to the workplace and keeping them in the 

workplace, I think we must value their diversity and listen to changes in technology. Valuing input, valuing 

technology. I think those are very important things in terms of valuing diversity. We need to be prepared in 

order to be able to build that workplace of the future and be flexible. 

Learn more about DEI&B at UKG: ukg.com

Dayo, same question. What is the first step that every public 

sector employer can take to start moving in the right direction? 

All I was going to say is disrupt. I think that that’s the whole game to me. Antiracism is about disrupting the 

status quo. If we aren’t disrupting the status quo, we are upholding the status quo, and we know what the 

status quo is now. So I would say disrupt. 

I don’t think disruption is easy, so I will caveat disruption with disruption and celebrate. I think celebration is sacred. 

There is so much to be celebrated that we have done, that we can do, that we are doing. There is amazing work that’s 

happening, and as employers, if you can go and find those people and celebrate what they’re doing, just loud and 

again and again and again, it’s going to feed into being an employer of choice. It makes the people doing the work 

feel good and it shows the world that we’re not going to sit here and stay in status quo. 

“Leadership that listens to their employees is able to 
deal with change. We saw a lot of change between 
2020 and 2022, and … the employers who were 
ready for it probably excelled at it and were able to 
turn on a dime, be flexible, and be creative in how 
they were still able to get work done.” 

− Marcia Conner, NFBPA
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