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Of increasing interest to students of
local government is the question of
whether the traditional structure of coun
cil-manager government sufficiently pro
vides the necessary public policy leader
ship demanded today. Steps recently
taken by a few large council-manager
cities to make the mayor more overtly a
pol icy leader have heightened the debate
over this issue. Alone, these steps can be
seen as a simple function of size. The plu
ralistic nature of politics in large cities
long has been thought to set an upper
limit on the size of council-manager cities
because the plan is not designed to pro
vide leadership to cope with this type of
pol itics. Apparent changes in the internal
and external pol itical environment of
most cities of any size, however, have
made the discussion of political leader
ship in council-manager government one
of general concern.

THE ROLE OF THE MAYOR

The distinguishing feature of coun
cil-manager government has been its em
phasis on relationships between a profes
sional administrator and a policy-making
council to the exclusion of any substan
tial political role for the mayor. In coun
cil-manager theory, the mayor is little
more than the presiding officer of the
council and occasional ceremonial head
of the city. The literature stresses that the

mayor is but one among equals, and the
plan is designed to reinforce low public
visibility and minimal importance for the
figure who is the focus of political leader
ship in other cities. Selection of the may
or by the cou nci I rather than by popu lar
election, a minimal salary and no staff,
and the absence, for example, of the veto
or the appointing power are an indication
of structural features designed to achieve
this goal. Despite these handicaps, many
strong mayors have appeared within the
traditional framework. Forceful leader
ship on the part of the mayor under the
council-manager plan has largely there
fore been a function of personality and
circumstances and the plan itself does not
try to produce it.

The traditional rules regarding the
mayor are not, however, always followed
in practice. The most frequent deviation
is that of electing the mayor popularly
rather than having council select him
from among its members. The latest Mu-
nici pa I Year Book data ind icate that over
half of all council-manager cities now
popularly elect their mayors. Despite the
growth of this phenomenon, it would be
inaccurate to characterize it as a deliber
ate effort to alter the role of the mayor
within the manager plan. Rather, most
observers have interpreted the trend as a
product of political reality in selling the
plan in cities accustomed to mayoral lead
ership and compromises in the face of
challenges to established plans.

There are indications, however, that a
trend may be developing among larger
council-manager cities toward deliberate

steps to increase the role of the mayor as
a political leader. San Diego, California
and Hartford, Connecticut in this decade
have attracted attention by charter revi
sions aimed in this direction. Other cities
have changed the duties of the mayor in
various ways without attracting national
attention. Generally, changes in charters
have sought to accomplish the following
goals: (1) focus attention on the mayor as
the public policy leader in council-manag
er government; (2) strengthen the may
or's position within the council; (3)
create avenues by which the mayor can
develop and present unified plans of ac
tion to council; (4) provide a suitable sal
ary to enable the mayor to devote sub
stantially full attention to the duties of
the office; (5) provide a staff to aid the
mayor both in his relations with the pub
lic and in executing the duties charged to
him by the charter; and (6) retain the
manager's responsibility for policy execu
tion.

Popular election of the mayor, as
might be expected, is one feature of the
reform package which both focuses pub
lic attention on the mayor and reinforces
his position in council. A second step
commonly found is that of vesting certain
powers of appointment in the mayor. The
ap pointing power generally has been
given to the mayor only to the extent of
permitting him to make, with council ap
proval, some or all the appointments cus
tomarily made by council. So far, the
manager has continued to appoint ad
ministrative officers and employees. The
mayor also is given the initiative in for-
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mUfating public policy. Charters usually
charge him with making an annual com
prehensive statement to council outlining
major city problems and proposing solu
tions, as well as bringing to council public
policy needs as they develop. Most cities
continue to have the mayor vote in coun
cil and give him no veto, although this is
not the case in Hartford.

These expanded duties generally
would be an insurmountable burden for
the part-time mayor. Consequently, the
mayor is paid a salary which allows him
to devote substantial attention to his du
ties without inordinate financial sacrifice.
(I n Hartford, for example, the new char
ter establishes a minimum salary of
$17,500 per year.) FurtheT, the mayor
usually is provided an administrative as
sistant or two and a small clerical staff.

In part, these changes probably do lit
tle more than formally recognize develop
ments which gradually have taken place
in many larger council-manager cities.
The ceremonial duties of the mayor alone
in a city of almost a half-million, for ex
ample, demand as much time as a mayor
is willing to devote. In addition, mayors
today find themselves acting as public re-'
lations agents for their cities in, for ex
ample, attracting industry or obtaining
governmental assistance programs. Fur
ther, the growing presence of the Federal
government at the local level has in
creased the role of the mayor. The may
or's formal approval of some Federal pro
grams may bring him no real increase in
power, but most mayors do feel obligated
to keep abreast of the programs to which
they affix their names. Finally, there is
increasing testimony from mayors and
councilmen corroborate~by local media,
that councils rely upon the mayor to take
the lead in finding potential appointees
and in suggesting policy. In short, the
mayor of a sizable council-manager city
today finds himself doing much more
than the city charter would indicate.

'n selling the idea of charter change to
the public, however, the cities which have
strengthened the mayor's position delib
erately have placed the changes with in
the context of a need for identifiable po
litical leadership. Those who have taken
this step have not always been clear as to
precisely the leadership they find lacking ..
The charter commission which drafted
San Diego's new charter, for example,
simply referred to the need for a mayor
who could act as a "political broker."
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However, at least three themes are iden
tifiable in city charters which have de
fined the role of. the mayor in terms
which go beyond the traditional president
of council and ceremonial head language.
First, there is an emphasis on someone
who can propose comprehensive pol icies
to council to cope with the social and
cultural problems of the city. Second, a
need is perceived for a focal point for in
teraction between the people and the gov
ernment. Third, and a fact not always ap
preciated, there is a concern for someone
who can represent the city in dealing with
other governmental leaders at the local,
state, and Federal levels. An examination
of leadership in the traditional coun
cil-manager plan is necessary to under
stand the implication of these leadership
roles.

TRADITIONAL LEADERSHIP

Early council-manager theory assumed
that there was a public interest which was
more than an addition of particu lar inter
ests and rejected the notion prevalent at
the time that the purpose of local govern
ment was merely the satisfaction of group
demands. Consequently, an attempt was
made to reduce the expression of partic
ular interests. Non-partisan elections on
an at-large basis to a part-time council
having only a few basic policy making re
sponsibilities were expected to produce
councilmen interested solely in com
mu nity service.

A second feature of the manager plan
was the tendency to define community
goals in terms of physical services and
focus on the efficient allocation of finan
cial resources. As a result, much of the
work of the government was organized
around a comprehensive budget as a plan
ning document.

In practice, the manager was forced to
take the lead in pol icy formu lation for
lack of other leadership. His responsibil
ity for the budget was a primary factor
enabling him to do so. But the general
emphasis on technical and physical pol
icies combined with the manager's ex
pertise and his responsibility for the exe
cution of policy essentially left it up to
the manager to identify pol icy needs and
develop alternatives for the part-ti me
council to consider.

Questions of social policy based on
community divisions obviously were

more difficult to control. The manager
himself found it necessary carefully to
limit his public involvement in the pol
itics of the community. That council pur
posely was designed to dilute rather than
reflect group conflict usually prevented
solutions from being developed by coun
cilmen representing the differing inter
ests. I n practice, council did resolve oc
casional social problems reflecting various
community interests and the manager
usually played a considerable part in their
solution. The manager-council partner
ship was not designed to function in an
environment in which continuing com
munity divisions over expectations from
the government demanded anticipation of
and planning for conflicting goals, how
ever, because this type of leadership was
not a clear responsibility of either party.

For this very reason, a considerable
body of thought maintains that larger
council-manager governments can expect
to face increased demands for additional
poi nts of contact between the govern
ment and the people and for leadership in
areas of social policy. The argument is
that the assumptions of the manager plan
require a community with few social divi
sions which might give rise to conflicting
goals. Studies have indicated, for exam
pie, that council-manager cities have
tended more than other cities to pursue
goals of economic and physical growth or
providing life's amenities, goals which
lend themselves to the application of
technical solutions, than to act as brokers
among different groups. In turn, studies
have claimed that council-manager cities
are most likely to be more socially, eco
nomically, and ethnically homogeneous,
thus reducing the potential for continuing
division over the purposes of the commu
nity.

Considerations such as these have led
to the premise that large cities, because
they are heterogeneous, will find it diffi
cult to operate under the leadership pro
vided by the council-manager plan. The
fact that only 5 of 27 cities in the United
States with populations of 500,000 or
more have council-manager governments
is usually assumed to indicate the maxi
mum size for the plan.

LEADERSHIP IN A CHANGING

ENVI RONMENT

The theory that large cities will find it
difficult to operate under the council-



manager plan, it should be emphasized, is
based on the description of the communi
ty and not related necessari Iy to commu
nity size. The significance of the theory
for an increased focus on leadership in
council-manager government is the evi
dence that the operation of government
in a plu"ralistic political setting is becom
ing of concern to all cities of some size
and not simply to the largest ones.

First, council-manager cities probably
never have been as homogeneous as some
of the evidence claims to show. While it
can be demonstrated that council-man
ager cities usually have fewer rei igious
and ethnic divisions, this by no means in
dicates that they entirely lack these divi
sions. Further, most of the studies make
Iittle of the fact that council-manager
cities do tend to have larger racial minori
ties.

An indication that council-manager
cities do in fact recognize the problem of
coping with differing group expectations
can be found in Municipal Year Book
data which show that almost 30 percent
of all council-manager cities either nomi
nate and (or) elect some or all of their
councilmen by wards. The use of wards
to give group representation in policy
making is a significant development in
council-manager government, and the Na
tional Municipal League's latest Model
City Charter has recognized the problem
to the extent of presenting plans for using
wards as alternatives to the at-large elec
tions which the League traditionally has
supported.

A second consideration is that the pat
tern of pol itical participation in council
manager government is changing. Tradi
tionally, high political participation as
measured by voting and office-seeking has
not been characteristic of council-man
ager government. The system, with its
emphasis on non-partisan, at-large elec
tions which usually produce few candi
dates and little competition, has not en
couraged voting by blacks or lower class
whites. Further, few would deny that in
many cities blacks until recently have
been effectively den ied the franch ise.
Now, there is a new emphasis on partici
pation, particularly by blacks, who see
voting power and office holding as a
means to meet needs which they feel have
not been served. And the informal meth
ods of pressing demands, such as petition
and demonstration, need only be men
tioned. In turn, this participation has
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stirred the political awareness of lower
class whites, as well as others, in the com
munity. The net result has been to height
en the pol itical atmosphere of local gov
ernment and diminish the image of a fun
damental community consensus which
council-manager government often as
sumed.

Further, the nature of the issues with
which local governments must cope have
changed. In part, they are endemic to the
problems of the country as a whole in the
1960's. In part, the confluence of poten
tial divisions in the community with an
increased sense of participation by the
pol itically latent groups have brought
them to the fore. Few cities of any size
today can escape such problems as pov
erty, racial tensions, and school crises, to
mention a few from a seemingly endless
list, which once were thought to be the
concern of larger cities alone.

Finally, the government itself has be
come an issue in politics. Demands for
higher visibility of policy makers, for
greater access, and for more responsive
ness characterize all levels of government.

As a result, the types of problems
which increasingly are of concern to local
government are not those which lend
themselves to managerial leadership. This
assertion does not question the manager's
grasp of the problems, although he may
have a tendency to look at them from the
administrative rather than political view.
Nor is it to argue that the solutions he
would prefer are not viable ones, al
though the problems do not always lend
themselves to technical or efficient reso
lution. Neither does it question the man
ager's concern in these areas. Emphasis on
IIpeople problems," on community rela
tions, and on decentralizing the adminis
tration at the neighborhood level all in
dicate that managers are distinctly aware
of the problem.

It does argue that for the manager to
take the same active role in these areas
that he traditionally has in the physical
development of the city is overtly to po
liticize himself, to bring his entire admin
istration into the public political sphere
under circumstances which he cannot
control, and to leave himself in a vulnera
ble position both in regard to council and
the public. The manager who forcefully
attempts to lead council in these areas
sacrifices his most usefu I protection from
council, namely his claim to expert
knowledge on technical problems. He is

likely increasingly to come into conflict
with the council and thus undermine his
strength in those less publ ic areas in
which he has been forceful. He is liable to
be drawn into the political arena, perhaps
without unanimous council support and
the selective control over public involve
ment which he customarily employs.

Finally, one must ask what the manag
er is to do if he rather than an elected
official does become the focal poi nt for
these issues. The result almost certainly
wou Id be to exacerbate the dangers to an
irreconcilable point. The manager will re
main a primary actor in meeting the new
problems, but he is not in a Pf)sition to
do so alone.

On the other hand, council tradition
ally has not been able to meet th is kind
of problem in the orderly manner which
council-manager government values. And
in city after city in recent years the ad
hoc approach to community conflicts has
only served to keep councils off balance
and on the defensive. Many counci Is, be
cause of the structure of the plan, have
not reflected the different community
groups in their membership. If they have
done so, there has been no unifying
mechanism outside an occasional forceful
personality who can bring them to sus
tained agreement. Even if such a council
does function with some effectiveness in
meeting demands as they are made, it
does not provide a way to anticipate and
place into overall perspective the various
demands.

Social problems and social implica
tions of physical programs, a manager
professionally and pol itically unable to
take the lead in meeting them, and a
council forced to react rather t-han plan
are the primary elements which have led
to an increasing emphasis on the mayor as
a public policy leader in local govern
ment.

LEADERSHIP IN INTERGOVERNMENTAL

RELATIONS

The value of effective pol itical leader
ship from the local level in intergovern
mental relations is only beginning to at
tract the attention it deserves. Council
manager government traditionally has
valued maximum home rule and has felt
that involvement with other levels of gov
ernment is likely to inflict extraneous is
sues into the local setting. There is a
growing recognition, however, of the in-



terrelatedness of many local, state, and
national problems and a new emphasis on
cooperative ventures to solve them. In
part, the problems are social, such as
those related to equal educational oppor
tunities. In part, the problems have their
basis in technical problems which often
take on social implications. Neighbor
hoods disrupted by the construction of
interstate highway systems are an exam
ple. Many if not most of the forms of
cooperation involve political commit
ments and will reflect pol itical compro
mises.

As the city interacts to a greater ex
tent in the larger environment, regardless
of how non-political that city's own gov
ernmental process ma striv-e to be, it
functions in a system in which political
power is a major currency. The develop
ment of policy within regional councils of
governments or regional planning districts,
for example, will demand political settle
ments. Attracting Federal programs and
special Federal projects to a locality in a
co m petitive environment involves po
Iitical as much as if not more than profes
sional techniques. The current issue of
the tax exempt status of municipal bonds
offers an example of the usefulness of
political leadership. A manager or local
bond expert who informs a Congressional
Committee of the alleged ill effects of the
removal of tax exemptions is not tellinq
the members anything new. But when a
group of mayors from the nation's large
cities testify to the same point, the im
pact on the Committee members is clear-
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Iy visible because the mayors represent
votes while managers and other experts
do not. Much the same considerations are
involved at the state level. Cities are con
cerned not only with state restrictions on
their own home rule, but with the impact
of state social and fiscal policy upon the
local government's resources and policies.

MANAGER-COUNCIL OR

M"ANAGER-MAYOR?

Changes in the local and intergovern
mental pol itical environment have fo
cused attention on the need for a special
kind of leadership which council-manager
government traditi-onally has not been de
signed to provide with any regu larity. It is
a need generally perceived, however, in
terms of additional leadership and not a
rejection of the leadership which now
ex ists. Those cities wh ich have attempted
to provide leadership through the mayor
have sought to retai n the establ ished lead
ership of the manager. Whether this can
be done successfully remains to be seen.

Since the experiment with mayoral
leadership is in its infancy and there is
little experience to draw upon, one can
only speculate as to its eventual impact
on the traditional council-manager plan.
It is rather obvious that strengthening the
mayor opens the way for greater pol itical
maneuvering within the government since
there are three rather than two centers of
influence. The manager in particular will
face a dilemma if the mayor and council

disagree. At the same time, a skillful man
ager might establ ish much greater inde
pendence in this situation than if council
were solidly behind the policy of an ag
gressive mayor.

Further, it is clear that a great deal of
coordination between the mayor and the
manager will be demanded. Just as the
clear separation of pol icy making and ex
ecution soon proved impractical in actual
practice, the idea that the mayor can be
responsible for policy leadership in areas
of particularly public concern while the
manager retains his position as adminis
trative leader and pol icy initiator may not
be realistic. The primary relationship
within the government may well become
that between tne managerand the mayor.
And it is not inconceivable that the man
ager may come to be regarded as little
more than the chief administrative officer
for a mayor responsible for general policy
leadership.

Most cities may not feel the urgency
for such a step or may not be willing to
risk threats to a structure which has prov
en to be an effective way of handling the
majority of the problems local govern
ments traditionally have faced. But the
creation of a stronger mayor by a few
cities and the discussion of leadership in
general have focused attention on areas of
leadership which have been secondary in
council-manager government. The in
creased need to provide leadership in
these particular areas promises ferment
within the council-manager plan in the fu
ture.
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