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Doing The Work 
That Matters Most

Lessons from Public Service on 
Leadership, Community, and 
Investing in People.



HUSBAND & FATHER

Color blind graphic designer.

Wife Jill, three kids.

Marketer by trade.

ENTREPRENEUR

Started company in 2008.

5X Consecutive INC. 5000 Fastest Growing 
Company.

Exited in 2018 to run for office.

MAYOR

Never had a desire to run for office.

Elected in 2018, termed out in 2026.

Public servant, not a politician.

WHO IS PAULTENHAKEN?



“Great communities are built by 
ordinary people willing to do 
extraordinary things for others.

PUBLIC SERVICE





70% approve
15% unsure
15% disapprove
Source: May 2026 Independent Coefficient Survey

The sky’s the limit 
when we don’t care 
who gets the credit.



➔ Keep Politics out of Politics

➔ Dealing with Dissention

➔ Smell Like a Sheep

➔ Remembering the Purpose

Lessons from the 
Mayor’s Office



Keep Politics 
out of Politics 

The most important government is the one 
closest to the people.



CYMBAL PRODUCT 
OVERVIE
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OVERVIE
W



FOCUS ON ALL RESIDENTS PRIORITIZE KIDS AND FAMILIES OPEN YOUR WORLDVIEW



“Politics divides people. Good local 
government brings them together.” 

FOCUS ON ALL 
RESIDENTS.



“Every decision we make should answer a 
simple question: Will this make our 
community better for the generation 
coming behind us?” 

PRIORITIZE KIDS 
AND FAMILIES.





“If everyone you learn from thinks like 
you, your leadership has a ceiling.” 

OPEN YOUR 
WORLDVIEW.



Dealing with 
Dissention

Leadership is staying composed 
when emotions around you are not.



KEYS TO DEALING WITH 
THOSE WITH WHOM WE 
DISAGREE
➔ Look for common ground.

➔ Don’t swing at pitches in the dirt.

➔ Assume positive intent.

➔ Own reconciliation.

LEGACY



Look for common ground.



Don’t swing at pitches in 
the dirt.





Don’t swing at pitches in 
the dirt.



Assume positive intent.



Assume positive intent.



Own reconciliation.



Smell like a 
sheep.

Be a shepherd that smells
like sheep.



“The strongest cultures are built by 
leaders who see people as souls to 
shepherd, not resources to manage.

PEOPLE



PEOPLE



Keep a low power distance.



You can’t truly love people from afar. 

Leadership = empathy  + proximity



Remembering 
Your Purpose Be brief. Be great. Be gone. 



Name every governor in the state of Iowa 
to have served since 1980.

PUBLIC SERVICE LEGACY

LEGACY



Tell me the first and last name of  your 
great, great grandparents.

PERSONAL LEGACY

LEGACY



Safety

Teamwork

Innovation

Character

Respect



175 WORDS





What will not matter.

➔ How many bills we helped pass
➔ Our approval rating
➔ The profits we generated
➔ The size of our lake home
➔ The title on our business card

What we will be remembered for.

➔ Our relationships
➔ Our impact on others
➔ The way we left a room
➔ How our kids were raised
➔ The calling we lived for



“We are all going to leave a 
legacy. We can do it by default 
or on purpose.

PURPOSE



THANK 
YOU

Paul TenHaken
paultenhaken.com  |  @paultenhaken


