
Established in 1969, Metro Waste Authority (MWA) 
is a regional public agency serving the Greater Des 
Moines area through waste, recycling, composting, 
and hazardous waste programs that help create 
a cleaner, more sustainable community. At MWA, 
supportive workplace policies did not begin as a 
trend initiative. They began as a practical response 
to a changing workforce and a growing recognition 
that long-term organizational stability depends on 
supporting employees as they navigate real life 
situations outside of work.

Like many Iowa employers, MWA faced evolving 
expectations around flexibility, leave, and work-life 
balance. Employees navigating major life events 
often relied on patchwork solutions such as donated 
leave or informal schedule adjustments. Leadership 
recognized those workarounds reflected a caring 
culture, but also highlighted opportunities to build 
more sustainable systems.

Leadership said the changes were not driven by 
a single moment, but by repeated patterns they 
were seeing across the workforce. Employees were 
navigating caregiving responsibilities, parental leave 
needs, and major life events while managers were 
often relying on informal flexibility or donated leave to 
help people stay afloat.

Over time, leadership recognized that relying on case-
by-case solutions created inconsistency and placed 
additional strain on both supervisors and employees. 
Internal conversations included operational 
questions around staffing, scheduling, and long-term 
sustainability, particularly in departments that require 
on-site coverage and public-facing services.

MWA leadership reviewed workforce trends, 
employee experiences, and retention challenges 
while evaluating what changes would be operationally 
feasible. Rather than viewing supportive policies as 
separate from business performance, the organization 
increasingly viewed them as part of workforce 
stability, recruitment, and retention strategy.

Building a more supportive 
workplace in a changing workforce
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Work. Well. Iowa highlights employers across the state that are finding practical ways to support 
employees while strengthening recruitment, retention, and workplace stability.

MWA’s Changes to Boost Employee 
Experience and Operational Stability

Comprehensive PTO

Paid Parental Leave Policy

Flexible Work and Scheduling When 
Available

Expanded Educational Reimbursement



These changes required significant planning and 
operational discussion, particularly in an essential-
service environment where many roles must remain 
in-person. Rather than adopting a one-size-fits-all 
approach, MWA focused on flexibility that matched 
operational realities, including schedule flexibility, 
predictable scheduling, and manager-supported 
accommodations. 

While many factors influence retention and 
recruitment, MWA says the policy changes became 
part of a broader effort to create a more stable and 
supportive workplace culture. 

EMPLOYEES SAY THE CHANGES HAVE HAD 
MEANINGFUL DAY-TO-DAY IMPACT
Mackensi Haugen, an Accounting Specialist at 
MWA and mother of four, experienced the difference 
between the organization’s previous leave structure 
and the newer policies firsthand. After the birth of her 
third child, she relied entirely on accrued PTO and 
used nearly all of her available time off during leave 
and recovery. Following the birth of her fourth child, 
MWA’s paid parental leave policy provided six weeks 
of paid leave in addition to PTO flexibility.

Haugen said the change significantly reduced 
financial and emotional stress during recovery and 

made returning to work more manageable. Flexible 
scheduling options also allowed her to adjust 
workdays around appointments and family needs 
without immediately exhausting additional leave time.

Colby Reid, MWA’s Household Hazardous Waste 
Operations Manager, said the organization’s transition 
to a simplified PTO structure also changed day-
to-day management practices. Rather than closely 
monitoring whether employees were using sick leave, 
vacation time, or floating holiday time for different 
situations, managers were able to focus more on 
operational coverage and employee support.

Reid said the shift created a more trust-based 
workplace culture while still maintaining staffing 
needs in an operational environment where many 
roles must remain on-site. He also noted that flexible 
scheduling and shift adjustments have helped 
employees navigate caregiving responsibilities and 
major life events while remaining in the workforce.

For MWA, the effort was never only about benefits. 
It was about building a workplace that helps 
employees remain engaged, supported, and able to 
navigate real life while maintaining strong operations 
and public service. For more about MWA’s work and 
opportunities, visit WhereItShouldGo.com.

To learn more or explore supportive workplace strategies for your organization, visit 

WorkWellIowa.org

This work was inspired by and developed in partnership with Family Forward North Carolina®. Additional information 
can be found at www.familyforwardnc.com. ©2026 North Carolina Early Childhood Foundation. All rights reserved.

of managers report 
productivity gains 

from supportive 
workplace policies 
such as flexibility 

and paid leave

~77% 
of Iowa 

children live 
in households 

where 
caregivers work

76% 
of employees 
considering 
leaving a job 

cite better 
benefits as a 
major factor

34% 

The policies also reflect broader workforce 
realities facing Iowa employers today:

APPLICANTSRETENTION TURNOVER

72.4%
81.5%

41.7%
32.0%

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

8000

7000

6000

5000

4000

3000

2000

1000

0

Results

FY 24-25 FY 25-26

http://WorkWellIowa.org
http://www.familyforwardnc.com

