IN PRACTICE | Q&A

Mike Mucha, GFOA's deputy executive director, spoke with Christine Brookshire,
the deputy finance director for the City of Centennial, Colorado, about the valug of
being a mentor and a mentee, developing leadership styles, and working as part

of an effective feam.

Mike: Iunderstand that you are
relatively new to the City of Centennial.
Please tell us about your new role.

Christine: Asadeputy finance director
for the city, I support the finance director
in overseeing the financial management
of the city. For me, this includes financial
reporting, auditing, budgeting, and
accounting. I also assistin compliance
with local, state, and federal financial
regulations, and participate as amember
of the audit, budget, and investment
committee. When I started here six
months ago, Iended up spending more
time on the audit. Now, therole has
changed a bit, and I enjoy working
asaliaison to other departments.

What’s itlike working for the city?
Isitmuch different than your previous
position?

Before coming to the City of Centennial,
Iwas atthe Town of Parkerin
Colorado, and before that I worked at
afew citiesin Texas. Centennial is
alittle bigger and is also organized
differently. For a city of more than
110,000 in population, we only have
nine positionsin finance. The city
operates under a unique model that
emphasizes contracting core services
such as public safety and public
works while strategically investing
initsinternal workforce. A key part

of thatinvestmentis the use of the
Gallup Strengths Model, which helps
develop employee potential and foster
a supportive, strength-based culture.
The city places a strong emphasis on
work-life balance, recognizing that
investingin employeesis essential
forlong-term organizational success,

retention, and satisfaction. Centennial
isalsoarelatively new city, having
only beenincorporated in 2001.

Thatisunique, and it’s great to see
that Centennialis investingin its
employees. Would yourecommend
the Gallup Strengths Model for other
finance departments?

Iwould. I'm still relatively new to the
city, butIgenuinelylove being part of the
Finance Department and working with
that team. I believe the Gallup model
hashelped make our collaboration more
effective. This approach allows us to
align tasks and responsibilities based
on everyone's unique strengths, rather
than just titles or job descriptions. It
creates a dynamic where everyoneis
doing what they do best, which not only
increases efficiency and productivity

76 JUNE 2025 | GOVERNMENT FINANCE REVIEW



butalso builds trustand respect among
the team. It helps create a positive,
supportive environment where

people feel valued and empowered.

CanlIaskwhatthe modelidentified as
your strength?

My top strength was belief. At first, I
was surprised, butIthinkitreally fits
and aligns with a public service role
and one where work needs to align with
my values.

Did you always know that you wanted
toworkinlocal government?

Actually, no. My entire family worked
in healthcare, so that felt like a natural
path.Iinitially studied nursing but
eventually switched my major to
accounting. I'still wanted tomake a
difference in people’slives, whichis
why I pursued amaster’sin health
administration. I thought combining my
analytical skills with a service-oriented
field would be the perfect fit. However,
once I entered the healthcare industry,
Ifounditincreasingly difficult to fulfill
thatdesire to help others. The constant
churn from mergers and acquisitions
brought frequent administrative and
technological changes, shifting policies,
and leadership turnover. It feltlike Iwas
always adapting to new priorities rather
than growingin a meaningful direction.
My transition into government
finance happened almost by chance.
Tapplied for an accounting position
with the City of Tomball, Texas, where
Imet Glenn Windsor, the first finance
director I worked for. Glenn became a
key mentor and encouraged me to get
involved with the Gulf Coast Chapter of
the Texas GFOA. Atthistime, I also was
able to learn from George Shackelford,
the city manager for the City of Tomball,
aboutbudgeting and how it can connect
directly with the community’s priorities
and perceptions. Iwas able to grow my
technical skills and started to become
more familiar with other areas of
government finance, including capital
assets, procurement, budgeting, and
auditing. While numbers are important,
Irealized thatgovernment work goes
beyond the numbers. Ilove seeing the

| believe leadership fraining is essential for finance
professionals. We are no longer just number
crunchers. We are expected to be strategic partners,
communicators, and leaders in policy discussions.

outcomes of my efforts—for example,
seeing anew bridge built, new programs
for the community, or knowing what

it took to put on a community event.

You gain a sense of pride knowing you
were part of this,and soIfellinlove
with working for a government.

Youmentioned starting your career in
Texas. What brought you to Colorado,
and was it easy to transition toa
governmentin a different state?

I'm anative Coloradan, butIspent much
of my earlylife on amilitarybasein
Korea. My family moved to Texas during
my senior year of high school. Although
Tinitially planned to return to Colorado
for college, Ichose to stay in Texas to
remain close tomy family. After I left
the City of Tomball, Iworked for the

City of Katy, which was truly one of the
best professional experiencesI've had.
The city’sleadership, vision, values,
and goals aligned closely with both my
personal and professional aspirations.
Iwasn'tlooking toleave, butbecoming
aparentshifted my priorities. Irealized
my kids needed a specific environment
that could best support their growth
and well-being. That ultimately led our
family back to Colorado. I waslucky
tofind an opportunity working for

the Town of Parker. A few years later,

I decided to explore the opportunity
with Centennial, since geographically
itwas closer to whereIlived. What
immediately stood out was how closely
Centennial’'s culture aligned with those
of the City of Katy. Because Thad such a
positive experience in Katy, [ knew right
away that Centennial was the right fit—
and I'm grateful I followed thatinstinct.

Are there any major differences between
working in Colorado versus Texas?

In Texas, sales taxis collected at the
statelevel and then distributed tolocal
jurisdictions. In Colorado, munici-
palities, especially home-rule cities,
collect their own sales tax directly,
which adds alayer of complexity. This
requires a strong understanding of
local tax codes and administration.

Colorado also has aunique consti-
tutional amendment known as the
Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights (TABOR),
which limits how much revenue state
andlocal governments can collectand
spend. Itrequires voter approval for any
new taxes, tax rate increases, or even for
governments toretain revenue above
acertain threshold. Property assess-
ments also differ. In Texas, propertyis
assessed annually, while in Colorado,
assessments are conducted every two
years. Thatbiennial cycle can create
more variability in revenue projections,
especially when preparing multi-year
budgets or long-term financial plans.

I've enjoyed learning and getting
tobetter understand how each state
approaches public finance.

Iwant to come back to the topic of
professional development and, spe-
cifically, how finance professionals
can pick up leadership skills. You
seem to have been able to acclimate
toadifferent technical environment
while also establishing yourself as
aleaderin each organization.

Ibelieveleadership trainingis essential
for finance professionals. We are no longer
justnumber crunchers. We are expected
to be strategic partners, communicators,
and leadersin policy discussions.
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Thatbroaderrole hasreshaped how

we train, lead, and contribute to the
mission oflocal government. I'think
mentoring is critical to developingin
this expandedrole, and it'simportant for
both mentees and mentors. As amentee,
participating in leadership development
hashelped me better understand the
responsibilities and strategic goals of my
supervisors, city management, council,
and the mayor. It gave me context for

the decisions they made. As a mentor,
leadership training has guided how I
show up for others. It has helped me
recognize the importance of settingan
example, communicating effectively,
and supporting team members who

are still developing their skills and
confidence. Leadershipisn't just about
titles. It'saboutinfluence, clarity, and
accountability. [ always try toremind
myself thatit'simportant thatIalways
take on the role of mentor and mentee.

What'’s the best advice that you've
received from a mentor?

The bestadviceI'vereceived in my
career is captured in a simple mnemonic:
“My Reports Remain Transparent,” or
MRRT. Each partreminds me of a core
principle in public finance.

= M - Master the fundamentals but
stay curious. Always build a strong
technical foundation but continue
learning and adapting.

= R - Relationships matter, both
internal and external.

= R - Regulations evolve, so stay
current. Compliance is critical, so
keeping up with changes in standards
ensures accuracy and integrity.

= T - Transparencyiseverything.
What we do mustbe clear, honest,
and ethical.

When Iwas working for the City of Katy
and considering going for president of the
Gulf Coast Chapter of the Texas GFOA, I
admitted to Andy Vasquez, the finance
director for the city, thatIwas scared

and leaning toward not pursuingit. I

will always remember what he said and
how beneficial thatadvice was. Andy
said, “That means youneed to doit. You
need to confront those fears and take

asmany of those opportunities as you
can, soyour fear begins to fade.” I ended
up serving as presidentin 2021, and the
whole experience taught me that growth
oftenlies on the other side of discomfort.

While most are lucky to have one good
mentor, you seem to have had a few.
Whatdo youlook forin aleader?

WhenIthinkaboutwhatIlookforina
leader, I often reflect on the qualities I
mostadmire in the individuals who have
shaped my own career. There are four key
figures who have served as the founda-
tion of my professional growth: George
Shackelford and Glenn Windsor from the
City of Tomball, and Byron Hebert and
Andrew Vasquez from the City of Katy.
Each one hasawealth of experience and
unique approach to solving problems. I
often askmyself what they would doin
certain situations. They taught me how
each decision influences public percep-
tion and carries real-world consequences.
Icreditmuch of my success to these
gentlemen and am deeply grateful for

the knowledge and wisdom they've
shared. Their mentorship hasinspired
me toinvestin the development of the
nextgeneration of leaders. There will
always be more tolearn, and that's what
is exciting about where I'm at. I'm looking
forward tolearningas muchasIcan

from leaders here at Centennial, and
working to build those relationships.

Itseemslike there are always things
tolearn aboutleadership. At GFOA,
we've tried to focus on defining finance
professionals asleaders and building
capacity through our research,
education, and volunteer positions. How
would you approach leadership training
at GFOA if you could develop a program?

GFOA hasanimportantrolein developing
the nextgeneration of public finance
leaders. Ibelieve there are many options
to strengtheningleadership develop-
ment. One ideais for GFOA to createa
state-levelleadership portal that fosters
cross-jurisdictional collaboration. This
platform could help connect finance
professionals acrosslocal governments to
share best practices, mentor one another,
and tackle shared challenges. Another

option could be hosting a GFOA leadership
retreat. Thiswould be a dedicated space
foremerging and mid-career professionals
tobuild leadership skills, engage with
peers from across the country, and learn
directly from experienced public sector
leaders. I'think so much of leadership is
buildingrelationships, and GFOAisin
agreat position to continue doing that.
When GFOA and local governments work
together, they can create amore dynamic,
inclusive, and future-ready leadership
pipeline.

Taking into consideration your training
and past experience, how would you
describe your unique style of leadership?

My leadership styleis centered on
leading by example. I believe that true
leadership starts with showing what it
means to be committed, reliable, and
supportive. There isno taskIconsider
beneath me, and I consistently step up
to volunteer or assist wherever needed.
This approach builds trust with those
above me and reassures my team thatI
am fully invested and right there with
them, especially during difficult times.
Talsolead with authenticity. I'm
notafraid toadmitwhenI'vemade a
mistake, and I hold myself accountable.
I've found that allowing myself to be
vulnerable fosters a culture where others
feel safe to take ownership, grow from
challenges, and collaborate more openly.

How does your style of leadership help
you and your team approach the chal-
lenges the cityis facing?

Idon’tthinkthis challenge is unique

to Centennial, but we need to balance
limited resources with new compliance
requirements, demands for transparency,
and overall growing public expectations.
We are tasked with maintaininglong-term
fiscal health, while alsoinvestingin infra-
structure, preparing for emergencies, and
dealing with rising costs. There is also
pressure. In the public sector, there’s little
room for error—missing a payroll, delaying
abond payment, ormismanaging grant
funds can have serious consequences.

Iwould agree that budgeting in today’s
dynamic environmentis not easy.
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The City of Centennial has received the Gallup Exceptional Workplace Award for the last eight years, which recognizes
organizations that invest in the engagement and strengths of their people to achieve organizational change.

That’s been part of the motivation

for GFOA’s “Rethinking Budgeting”
Initiative. In your opinion, whatis
difficult for governments, related to
budgeting, and what can we do to fix it?

One of the most difficult challenges
governments faces when it comes
tobudgetingis balancing long-term
strategic goals with short-term political
and operational pressures. Budgets often
becomereactive rather than proactive
and often focus on maintaining the
status quo instead of evaluating what
truly delivers value to the community.
Another major difficulty is commu-
nicating the purpose and impact of the
budgetin away thatresonates with
those who aren't fluentin governmental
finances. Without clear, outcome-driven
narratives, itbecomesharder to
build consensus and trustaround
financial decisions. In my opinion,
rethinking budgeting requires making
itatool for transformation, notjusta
document that supports compliance.

If you could transform government or
public finance in one way, what would
youdo?

Iwould make it more transparent for
individuals who don't have detailed
knowledge of government or finance.
Iwish that more people understood how
tax dollars are used and what impact
those dollars have on their communities.

We've found that providing information
is different from true transparency,

where the public understands that
information. Would you agree?

Yes. When people see clear connections
between funding decisions and tangible
resultslike parks, trails, streets, working
trafficlights, or cleaner parks, they're
more likely to supportinitiatives and
trustthe process. By involving the
community more directly in budgeting
and prioritization, we can drive smarter
policies and ensure that public resources
are used in ways that truly reflect
residents’ wants, needs, and goals.

So, how do we get there?

That's a good question. I don't think

it's thatdifficult for the public to
understand, but they need to want

to know, or we need to be able to tell
amore compelling story. People are
busy, and I think traditional forms of
reporting don'tlead to answering quick
questions. I think communicating the
rightinformation and whatitmeans

to the community isimportant. For
example, I see some of my friends who
don’'t workinlocal government taking
aninterestin government when it's
time to pay their property tax bill or
when they are considering moving. I
alsoseem to getalot of questions about
road construction timelines. When
government starts toinconvenience my
friends, they seem to take an interest.

Lucky for your friends, that they
have you to make government
more transparent. Speaking of life

outside of work and life at home, is
itdifficult to separate the two?

To some extent, the roles are similar.
Beingamomissimilartobeingadeputy
finance director. I enjoy being that person
behind the curtain who is supporting
those on stage and making sure that
everythingistaken care of. Attimesitcan
be stressful, butit's also pretty rewarding.
Overall, I'thinkit'simportant to have
balancein yourlife, especially if you
have afamily. I try to be able to show up
and be present for my team at work, but
thatalsomeans thatIneed tobe able
todedicate time to my family where
thatis my sole focus. I appreciate being
apartofateam.Ilike toputmyselfin
a position to help, butIalso know that
Ican count on my teammates, both at
workand athome. [ have two young
boys, and my husband andIarealsoa
team. He knows thatItruly love what
Ido atwork, and with the job comes a
need to occasionally work late. He is
always there to supportme, andItry to
do the same for him in his profession.

OK, last question. If you had two weeks
where your team could handle every-
thing and you could do whatever you
wanted, what would we find you doing?

IfThad a two-week vacation to do
anythingIwanted, I'd head straight
tothe beach. My husband and I were
married onthe beachin Hawaii, and I
still think about the crystal-clear water
and fresh pineapple. It was heaven on
earth and absolutely beautiful. With two
rowdy young boys now, the idea of simply
sitting on a quiet beach with a good book,
no laptop, no shoes, and no problems
sounds like the perfect escape. ®

Mike Mucha is deputy executive
director for GFOA and director of GFOA's
Research and Consulting Center.
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