STAFF REPORT
TO: Board of Directors
FROM: Name, General Manager
DATE: [Insert Date]
SUBJECT: Approval for Participation in Strategic Edge – The Greater Sacramento Local Government Circle (Executive Peer Advisory Program)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report presents an opportunity for the General Manager’s participation in The Circle, a structured peer-to-peer executive development program designed specifically for public agency executives through Strategic Edge. The Circle program provides a confidential environment for leaders to collaborate with peers, process complex challenges, and strengthen decision-making.
Unlike traditional conferences or training programs, The Circle provides a year-long structured leadership development experience that combines peer advisory support, accountability, introduction of new concepts, and practical application of leadership principles. The program is specifically designed to strengthen the effectiveness of public agency executives responsible for leading complex organizations and advising governing boards.
Participation will enhance leadership effectiveness, improve organizational outcomes, and provide measurable returns through better strategic alignment, talent management, and operational decision-making. Staff recommends authorization of funding to support executive participation in this program.
BACKGROUND
Leadership at the executive level is complex and often isolating. Executives must make high-stakes decisions with limited opportunities for candid, peer-level dialogue. This is especially prevalent within the public sector, as executives must navigate board governance, stakeholder pressure, performance management, and competing priorities.
Peer advisory groups, such as those modeled by organizations like Vistage (for private sector executives), have been studied and shown to produce meaningful outcomes in leadership performance, decision-making, and organizational effectiveness.

Documented Benefits of Peer Advisory Participation
1. Improved Decision-Making and Organizational Performance
An article by the Harvard Business Review found that leaders who make intentional time to consider the big perspective help them provide greater organizational direction. “Time and effort spent on macromanagement enables leaders to be as clear, decisive, and disciplined at the macro level — on the big strategic questions the organization is facing — as their managers are at the micro level, i.e., about how these decisions might be implemented.” (Harvard Business Review, How Leaders Can Focus on the Big Picture) The Circle program is exactly the type of environment that provides executives with intentional, big-picture thinking time.

Better decisions come from multiple perspectives and robust debate, according to McKinsey & Company, a global management consulting firm. McKinsey states that, “Big-bet decisions … are best informed by multiple perspectives and robust debate.” (McKinsey & Company, Six Traps That Sabotage Your Team Decision Making) The Circle program creates a facilitated environment for just that.

2. Reduced Leadership Isolation and Increased Effectiveness
According to research from Forbes, “Half of CEOs and senior executives grapple with isolation and loneliness at some point in their careers. Of this group, more than half (61%) believe that this isolation negatively impacts their work performance.” (Forbes, A Question Missing From Senior Leadership Interviews: Are You Lonely?) This is further supported by the Stanford Graduate School of Business as, “Nearly two-thirds of CEOs do not receive outside leadership advice, and ‘lonely at the top’ resonates for most CEOs.” (Stanford Graduate School of Business, 2013 Executive Coaching Survey) Peer groups directly address this gap by providing a trusted environment for discussion and feedback.

3. Enhanced Leadership Capability and Accountability
ICMA published that a member survey identified peer support and leadership development as the top two needs of local government leaders, and described peer groups as providing a structured, confidential environment for senior executives. That is especially useful because it is directly tied to local government leadership, not just private-sector executives. “An ICMA member survey identified peer support and leadership development as the top two needs of local government leaders.” (ICMA, Breaking the Isolation Through the Power of Peer Support) The same ICMA article explains that the value comes from forum, framework, and facilitation, and that the approach creates a “comprehensive development experience that builds on itself over time.” “Facilitated peer support and professional development” in a confidential, structured setting creates “a comprehensive development experience that builds on itself over time.”


4. Improved Engagement and Performance
Gallup reports that executives who receive regular feedback are more engaged, and that 80% of employees who received meaningful feedback in the past week were fully engaged. (Gallup, How Effective Feedback Fuels Performance) The Circle program supports the development, coaching, and accountability portions of improved performance. 

Leadership development programs that focus on communication and peer feedback improve organizational alignment and employee engagement. “Clear communication isn’t just about talking. It’s about sharing information in a way that drives understanding, decision-making and trust.” (Gallup, Effective Leadership: What Makes a Good Leader)
Relevance to Public Agencies
Public agency executives operate within uniquely complex environments that include:
· Governing board oversight 
· Regulatory compliance 
· Public accountability 
· Stakeholder and political dynamics 
These conditions increase the need for confidential, peer-level dialogue that is not available through internal staff or public forums. Peer advisory programs provide a structured and proven method for addressing these challenges.
SUMMARY
Strategic Edge’s – The Circle program is a confidential peer advisory group for public sector executives.
Program Components:
- LEVEREDGE Assessment
- Monthly full-day sessions
- Peer advisory and issue processing
- Member-hosted presentations
- Expert speakers

Development Topics:
- Leadership effectiveness
- Strategic communication
- Decision making
- Conflict resolution
- Organizational alignment
- Change management
- Innovation
- Governance and stakeholder engagement
Value to the District:
- Improved decision-making
- Reduced isolation
- Stronger execution
- Enhanced leadership effectiveness
- Organizational performance improvements

Participating and Invited Agencies
Strategic Edge is currently assembling the initial Delta Circle cohort, consisting of public agencies with similar leadership structures and operational complexity. Agencies that have expressed interest or are being considered for participation include:
· Calaveras County Water District
· City of Lincoln Public Works
· City of Stockton Municipal Utilities Department
· Cordova Recreation & Park District 
· Mission Oaks Recreation & Park District 
· Carmichael Water District 
· Sacramento Suburban Water District 
· San Juan Water District
· El Dorado Hills Community Services District
· Oakdale Irrigation District
· Sacramento Area Sewer District (Regional San) 
· San Joaquin Area Flood Control Agency
· San Joaquin County Public Works
· San Joaquin Regional Rail Commission 
· Solano Irrigation District
· Vallejo Flood and Wastewater District
· Yolo County Flood Control and Water Conservation District
The Circle program is limited and participants are considered by application only. Final group composition will be curated to ensure a diverse, non-competitive, and high-value peer environment.
FINANCIAL IMPACT
Participation in Strategic Edge – The Circle program will require an annual investment for executive membership. For the first eight (8) cohort members, a discounted founding member rate of $15,000 is being offered for the first year of participation. In subsequent years, and for additional participants, the standard annual membership rate will be $20,000. This investment includes participation in monthly full-day group sessions, professional facilitation, and expert-led workshops. The cost represents a comprehensive leadership development investment intended to enhance executive effectiveness, decision-making, and overall organizational performance. Funding for the expense is available within [this section] of the District’s current fiscal year budget.
While leadership development investments can be difficult to quantify with precision, numerous studies have demonstrated that improvements in leadership effectiveness, employee retention, decision quality, and organizational performance can generate returns that significantly exceed program costs.
Avoided turnover costs through improved leadership effectiveness and employee retention. One of the most significant costs facing public agencies is employee turnover, particularly at the management and executive levels. According to the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM), the average cost to replace an employee is approximately 50% to 200% of the employee's annual salary, while leadership positions often exceed that amount due to recruitment expenses, onboarding time, and lost productivity (The Myth of Replaceability: Preparing for the Loss of Key Employees). For a manager earning $150,000 annually, replacement costs may range from $75,000 to $300,000 or more.

Because executive leadership directly influences employee engagement, organizational culture, and retention, even a modest improvement in retention resulting from stronger leadership practices could offset the annual cost of participation in The Circle several times over.

Reduced risk associated with major organizational, operational, or personnel decisions.
Research published by McKinsey & Company indicates that organizations that incorporate diverse perspectives and robust debate into decision-making processes make higher-quality strategic decisions (Six traps that sabotage your team’s decision making). Public agencies routinely make decisions involving capital projects, regulatory compliance, labor relations, rate-setting, procurement, and risk management. The financial consequences of a single avoidable mistake can easily exceed the annual cost of participation in The Circle.

Improved execution of strategic initiatives and organizational priorities. Research conducted by the International Coaching Federation (ICF) found that organizations investing in leadership coaching reported improvements in productivity, employee engagement, communication, and overall organizational performance. The ICF's Global Coaching Client Study reported that 86 percent of organizations indicated they recouped their investment in coaching, with many reporting returns that substantially exceeded program costs.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Adoption of proven practices and lessons learned from peer agencies. Industry research indicates that public infrastructure projects often exceed their original budgets by 20% to 34%. For a $200,000 project, reducing a potential 34% overrun to 20% would represent approximately $28,000 in avoided costs—more than the annual membership cost of The Circle. By providing executives with access to peer experience, lessons learned, and strategic perspectives from similarly situated agencies, The Circle can help improve project oversight and decision-making throughout project delivery. (What Causes Cost Overrun in Transport Infrastructure Projects?).

Enhanced stakeholder, employee, and Board relationships and improved organizational culture. Gallup has consistently found that managers account for approximately 70 percent of the variance in employee engagement (Employees Want a Lot More From Their Managers). Increased engagement is associated with higher productivity, lower turnover, improved customer satisfaction, and reduced absenteeism. Because executive leaders significantly influence organizational culture and management practices, leadership development investments may positively impact the engagement and performance of the broader workforce.
Given the potential financial impact of any one of these outcomes, the annual participation cost of $20,000 represents a relatively modest investment in organizational leadership capacity and risk reduction.
RECOMMENDATION
Staff recommends the Board of Directors authorize the General Manager’s participation in The Circle, for an annual membership cost not to exceed $20,000, to support executive leadership development and improve organizational outcomes, and make all other necessary approvals.

