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Virginia's "love affair" with the
council-manager plan of municipal gov
ernment has been well documented. 1 As
late as 1940, for example, only one state
exceeded Virginia in the total number of
adoptions of the plan. Today, Virginia
still ranks eighth among the states in the
total number of council-manager munici
palities. Every Virginia city and town
with a population of 5,000 or more and
all but one municipality with a popula
tion between 2,500 and 5,000 operates
under the manager plan. Virginia leads all
states in the number of adoptions in
proportion to the total number of munic
ipalities in these population categories
and is approached only by California in
this regard. Moreover, no Virginia munici
pal ity has abandoned the manager plan.

Little or no attention, however, has
been given to the men who manage
Virginia's cities and towns. In an effort to
identify some of the personal characteris
tics of those individuals, this article de
scribes the managerial tenure patterns
which have held over the years in Vir
ginia's municipalities and examines the
recruitment and backgrounds of the men
who presently serve as Virginia's munici
pal managers. The article includes data
for all 38 cities and for 26 of the 28
towns in Virginia with populations in
excess of 2,500. Information on the dates
of adoption of the plan and the total
number of managers for each municipal-

1. See John P. Wheeler, "Virginia and the
Council-Manager Plan," 42 The University of
Virginia News Letter 33-36 (May 15, 1966),

and especially his comment on p. 33 where he
says: "Virginia's love affair with the council
manager plan is a long-standing one, beginning
when the plan began."

ity were obtained from various editions
of the Municipal Year Book. Biographical
sketches of the present managers were
assembled from questionnaires on file,
newspapers, and the Virginia Municipal
League's Virginia Town & City. Where
the total number of municipalities shown
is less than 64, information for the
missing municipalities or their managers
was not available for that particular item.

TENURE

A feature' of interest in the operation
of the manager plan is the average length
of time a municipality retains its man
agers. This average will be referred to as
managerial tenure, with the understand
ing that the term refers to the average
length of time all managers have spent in
a given municipality and not to the length
of service of any particular manager.

In Virginia, the average managerial
tenure for all cities and towns is 7.3
years. Historically, Virginia towns have
retained the same manager slightly longer
(7.6 years) than have Virginia's cities (7.1
years). No information is available which
would permit a comparison with the
United States as a whole. A rough com
parison with the practices in other states
can be made, however, by the use of a
sample of the council-manager municipal
ities in the seven other states which
exceed Virginia in the total number of
municipalities operating under the plan.2

These seven states account for over half
of all council-manager municipalities rec
ognized by the International City Man
agement Association. The average man
agerial tenure in each of these states by
years is as follows: Florida, 3.7; Maine,

2. These figures were obtained from the
leMA's The Municipal Management Directory,
1970. A systematic sample of 20 percent of all

'municipalities was taken.

4.1; Texas, 4.9; Ca\\"forn\a, 5.0; M\ch\gan,
5.9; Pennsylvania, 7.1; and North Caro
lina, 7.2. Thus, Virginia municipalities
exceed all these states in average manage
rial tenure, and in some instances by a
considerable amount.

One can only speculate as to the
reasons for Virginia's higher average ten
ure. The long experience with the plan is
certainly a factor. Seventy-five percent of
the 64 Virginia cities and towns included
in this study have operated under the
manager plan for more than 20 years, and
nearly one-half for 40 years or more. Of
the states sampled, in contrast, over half
of the Florida and California municipali
ties and nearly one-half of those in Texas
adopted the plan only within the last 20
years. Municipalities in the remaining
states fall into a range intermediate be
tween those three states and Virginia.

Support for the conclusion that aver
age managerial tenure is related to the
length of time a municipality has oper
ated under the council-manager plan is
found when the Virginia record is ex
amined. Table 1 shows the average tenure
of managers in Virginia cities and towns
according to the length of time the plan
has been in effect. As can be seen, the
longer a city or town has had the manager
plan, the longer the average tenure of its
managers.

Further support for the conclusion
that managerial tenure is related to the
length of time the plan has been in effect
is found when one examines the average
tenures of two groups of municipalities
during their first 20 years of operation
under the manager plan. The average
tenure both for municipalities which have
had the plan from 20 to 39 years and for
municipalities which adopted the plan 40
or more years ago was lower during the
first 20 years each group operated under
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the plan than it was for the succeeding the years indicate, for example, that 58
periods. In the cities and towns which percent of all managers appointed in the
have had the manager plan between 20 United States between 1940 and 1949
and 39 years, the average tenure during came from outside the municipality.
the first 20 years was slightly over 5 Moreover, the rate has increased during
years. During the succeeding 1 to 19 the last 20 years. The percentages for
years which have elapsed since the initial 1950 to 1959 and for 1960 to 1968 are
20 year period was completed, the aver- 73 percent and 70 percent, respectively.
age tenure in this group has increased and All but 7 of the 62 Virginia managers
raised the overall tenure average to 6.4 for whom information was available were
years. Likewise, while the oldest set of appointed since 1950. Of the 62, 63.6
cou ncil-manager municipalities, those percent were hired from outside the city
wh ich have had the plan for 40 years or or town. Town managers are sl ightly
more, consistently rank highest in man- more Iikely than are city managers to
agerial tenure, the pattern within this come from the outside, the percentages
group shows an average tenure of 7.4 being 66.7 for the towns and 61.8 for the
years during the initial 20 years and an cities. Virginia therefore follows the na-

TABLE 1 / AVERAGE MANAG -IAL TENURE IN VIRGINIA CITIES AND IN TOWNS OVER
-2,5OO-E0EllLA G-T l-M€ PLAN IN EF-FI-+-.;.-l--------~~-

Virginia cities and towns. As the table
indicates, the sources from which Virginia
managers were recruited are generally
similar to those prevailing for the nation
as a whole during the period when most
of the Virginia managers were appointed
to their present positions. While all Vir
ginia municipalities combined do have a
higher percentage of managers recru ited
from non-governmental positions, the
separate figures for the cities and towns
demonstrate that this feature is a factor
of the high percentage of town managers
hired from non-governmental positions.
Virginia cities taken alone rank higher
than the national profile in the percent
age of managers recru ited from other
manager positions and in the total per
centag of person cruited fr--O tome
governmental position.

RECRUITMENT

The recru itment of managers from
outside the municipality, a practice ob
served from the beginning of the council
manager plan, tends to be followed more
and more in the United States as a whole.
Issues of the Municipal Year Book over

increasing length in tenure during succes
sive periods to produce an overall average
of 8.7 years.

Somewhat surprisingly, average man
agerial tenure increases as the size of the
city or town increases. The data showing
that cities consistently have a lower aver
age tenure than towns suggested that the
average tenure might decrease as size of
the municipality increased. However,
when the cities and towns were divided
into population categories and the aver
age tenure for each category was com
puted, it was found both in cities and in
towns that tenure generally increased as
the group size increased. Thus, in the
cities, the average tenure increased stead
ily: 5.7 years in cities with populations
between 5,000 and 10,000; 7.3 years for
those With populations of 10,000 to
25,000; 8.1 years for the 25,000-50,000
population group; and 12.1 years for the
cities between 50,000 and 100,000 in
popu lation. (The one exception to the
pattern was found in the largest cities,
those with populations of 100,000 or
more, where the average tenure dropped
to 6.8 years.) The same pattern prevailed
for the towns where the average tenure
for those towns 5,000 population or less
was 6.8 years as compared with an
average tenure of 8.5 years for those with
populations of 5,000 and above.

United States Virginia
1940-49 1950-59 1960-69 Cities Towns Total

Manager 20.2% 32.3% 37.0% 46.0% 28.0% 38.7%

Former Manager 12.8 9.4 12.6 5.4 12.0 8.1

Assistant 5.0 16.7 19.0 18.9 12.0 16.2
Other Government 44.8 29.1 23.6 24.3 16.0 21.0
Non-Government 17.2 12.5 7.8 5.4 32.0 16.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Number 1,378 2,579 2,511 37 25 62
Source: U.S. figures from various issues of the Municipal Year Book. Figures have been adjusted to
eliminate unknowns. The 1960-69 figures do not include data for 1963.

managers and two promoted department
heads. More according to expectation, the
35 municipalities with populations under
10,000 made greater use of the depart
ment head and non-governmental person
nel. Eighteen present managers, evenly
divided between cities and towns, were
recruited from these 2 groups.

Less Than 20 Years

4.3 (N= 6)
6.7 (N=10)
5.8 (N=16)

20-39 Years
5.6 (N=11)
7.4 (N= 9)

6.4 (N=20)

The larger Virginia municipalities, be
cause of their size and the career advance
ment they offer, might be expected most
frequently to recru it managers from

tional pattern in recru itment from the among a pool of professional managers
outside. composed of managers, former managers,

Of interest also is the fact that 60 and assistant managers. In reality, it is the
percent of the present town managers and medium-sized cities, those with popula-
60 percent of the city managers are native tions between 10,000 and 25,000, which
Virginians. Other Southern states pro- rank highest in this regard. All 14 of the
vided 12 percent of the town managers municipalities in this group are served by
and 20 percent of the city managers. The managers who came from the professional
remaining managers came primarily from manager group, the breakdown being 8
scattered Mid-Atlantic and Mid-West managers, 5 assistant managers, and 1
states. former manager. The recru itment record

The practice of appointing non-local of the larger cities is more diverse. Three
persons as managers has been accom- of the seven cities with populations ex-
panied by a trend on the national level ceeding 100,000 hired managers and one
towards recruitment of managers either employed an assistant manager. The other
from among persons serving as managers three reached into the ranks of their own
in other municipalities or from individ- governments to elevate persons from the
uals employed as assistant city managers department head level. Of the six cities
or in equivaler:l1 administrative positions. between 25 000 and-lQO OQO four hl!"ed _

TABLE 2 / POSITION FROM WHICH THE MANAGER WAS RECRUITED, U.S. AND VIRGINIA
MUNICIPALITIES

At the same time, the recruitment of
other governmental personnel, whether
Federal, state, or, most often, local em
ployees at the department head level, and
of non-governmental personnel has de
creased sharply. Table 2 shows the posi
tions from wh ich managers were recru ited
for the United States as a whole and for

40 Years or More
8.6 (N=21)

8.9 (N= 7)

8.7 (N=28)

Cities (38)
Towns (26)
All (64)
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TABLE 4 / FIELD IN WHICH VIRGINIA MANAGERS RECEIVED THEIR LAST DEGREE, BY
SIZE OF MUNICIPALITY SERVED

TABLE 5 / AGE AND TENURE PROFILE OF VIRGINIA MANAGERS, BY NUMBER OF
MANAGER POSITIONS HELD

TABLE 3 / LEVELS OF EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT OF VIRGINIA MANAGERS, BY

CITIES AND TOWNS AND BY POPULATION

The number of municipalities in each category is shown in parenthesis.

Total
4
9
9

10

32 (100.0%)

Other
1
1

3
2
7 (21.9%)

Exactly one-half of the managers in
Virginia cities and towns included in this
study are first-time managers. Sixteen of
the 37 city managers and 15 of the 25
town managers are in this category.
Twelve managers (6 cities and 6 towns)
now hold their second position, and 10 (6
cities and 4 towns) are serving their th ird
municipality. Of the remaining nine man
agers, all in cities, five are now managing
their fourth city and four are holding
their fifth management position. Table 5
presents a summary of some features of

CAREER PATTERNS

In the years 1965 and 1966, the propor
tion of managers with degrees in engineer
ing appointed during those 2 years had
declined further to 19 percent.

As Table 4 demonstrates, Virginia
managers remain more heavily engineer
ing oriented in training than is the case
for the United States as a whole. As the
table further indicates, however, the size
of the municipality is related to the
educational characteristics of the man
ager. Managers in municipalities with less
than 10,000 population with college de
grees are predominantly in engineering.
The figures are 10 of 13 managers, or
76.9 percent. For municipalities over
10,000 population, engineers constitute
31.5 percent, which is much closer to the
national profile.

Also worth noting in this regard is the
fact that engineering predominance
would have been much higher had data
been included for those managers who
attended but did not graduate from col
lege. Of the 17 managers in this category,
12 were engineering majors, 4 majored in
business and finance, and the major of 1
manager could not be determined.

Public Administration
or Government

o
1

3
5

9(28.1%)

Engineering
3
7
3
3

16(50.0%)

Population
-10,000 10,000+

28.6% (10) 11.1 % ( 3)

34.3 (12) 18.5 (5)
34.3 (12) 40.8 (11 )

2.8 (1) 29.6 (8)

100.0 (35) 100.0 (27)

Towns
32.0% ( 8)

32.0 (8)

28.0 (7)
8.0 (2)

100.0 (25)

attended college but did not receive
degrees. These smaller municipalities also
have a higher proportion of managers
with a high school education or less.

Matching the trend towards more high
ly educated managers has been a trend on
the national level towards fewer managers
with an educational background in engi
neering and more managers with educa
tional training in government, public ad
ministration, or the other social sciences.
On the national level in 1933, 76 percent
of the managers with college degrees had
degrees in engineering. By 1957, the
percentage had decreased to 38 percent.

30 percent have graduate degrees. The
smaller municipalities with populations
under 10,000 are close to the national
profile in terms of managers with college
degrees only. The larger cities and towns,
however, have a significant number of
managers with graduate degrees; on the
contrary, the smaller municipalities lean
more heavily on managers who have

the educational level of the managers is
related to the size of the municipality in
which they are serving. In all Virginia
municipalities with populations of 10,000
or more, sl ightly over 70 percent of the
managers have college degrees, and almost

Size of
Municipality
2,500-4,999
5,000-9,999
10,000-24,999
25,000 and over
Total

Cities
13.5% ( 5)
24.3 (9)

43.3 (16)
18.9 (7)

100.0 (37)

Totals
21.0% (13)
27.4 (17)
37.1 (23)
14.5 (9)

100.0 (62)

Highest Level
Achieved

High School or Less
Some College
College Degree
Graduate Degree
Totals

years has been an increase in the percent
age of managers with a college education.
In 1933, for example, 37 percent of all
managers in the United States had a high
school diploma or less, 23 percent had
attended college without receiving a de
gree, 32 percent had undergraduate de
grees only, and 8 percent held graduate
degrees. Comparable figures for 1957
were 22 percent, 19.5 percent, 39 per
cent, and 19.5 percent, respectively.3
Since that time, the managers appointed
each year increasingly have had higher
educational achievements, with the pri
mary increase being among managers with
graduate degrees. For example, 388 man
agers appointed in 1965 and 1966
showed the following levels of completed
education, as reported in the 1966 and
1967 Municipal Yearbook: 13 percent
high school or less, 21 percent some
college, 41 percent with college degrees
only, and 25 percent wjth graduate de
grees. Taken as a group, therefore, the·
Virginia municipalities rank slightly be
low the national profile.

As Table 3 demonstrates, however,
distinct differences exist between Virginia
town and city managers with regard to
educational achievement. Virginia town
managers as a group clearly are below the
national level in terms of levels of educa
tion completed, whereas the city man
agers exceed the national figures for 1957
and closely approximate the 1965 and
1966 figures. Again referring to Table 3,
when educational ach ievement levels are
controlled for size, it becomes clear that

EDUCATIONAL BACKGROUND

As Table 3 indicates, slightly over
one-half of the Virginia managers have
received college degrees. While recent
figures are not available for all managers
in the United States, the trend over the

3. The 1933 figures were taken from
Clarence E. Ridley and Orin F. Nolting, The
City-Manager Profession (Chicago: The Univer
sity of Chicago Press, 1934). The 1957 data was
taken from International City Managers' Associ
ation, City Management - A Growing Profession
(Chicago: The Author, 1957).

Manager Positions Held,
Ineluding Present Position
One (N=31)
Two (N=12)
Three (N=10)
Four (N=5)
Five (N=4)
Total N=62

Present Age
51.9
43.8
47.4
47.6
50.0

Age When Assumed
First Position

39.6
33.4
33.2
30.6
31.8

Average
Tenure

4.5
4.5
4.9
3.3

Time in
Present Position

12.4
4.5
5.8
3.0
2.5



Virginia's managers according to the num
ber of positions each has held. Municipali
ties have not been divided into cities and
towns in Table 5 because, with one
exception to be noted later, the d iffer
ences between the two grou ps are minor.

T~ble 5 also shows a rather consistent
picture of the career paths of managers
who have held more than one managerial
position. The average Virginia manager
who is now at least in his second position
as a manager began his managerial career
in his early thirties. Of these 31 managers,
14 definitely can be identified as having
moved to their first position as manager
from an assistant managersh ip or other
position within a local government.
Another nine had previous gover 'ental
experie ce gefore ~ep.ti-n their first
posltlon as manager but the exact nature
of those positions cou Id not be estab
lished. The general picture of the Virginia
manager who has held two or more
positions as manager, then, is of a man
who entered the government service soon
after completing his education, served an
apprenticeship either as an assistant man
ager or in another local government posi
tion, and then received his first appoint
ment as manager while in his early thir
ties. Since then he has also been rather
mobile. Only three of these managers
have averaged more than six years in one
city. Most of the managers who have held
two or more positions are relatively new
to their present city. Twenty-three of the
31 have served 5 years or less in their
present city. Only 3 have served more
than 10 years.

The picture for those managers who
are serving in their first managerial posi
tion differs from the pattern established
by multi-position managers. Managers in
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their first positions are older now than
are the managers in the other groups.
They began their careers as managers at a
later average age, almost forty, than did
their counterparts. Further, their tenure
in thei r present positions exceeds both
the average tenure and the time served in
the present position for the other man
agers. This disparity between first-term
and multi-position managers holds for
both cities and towns. Managers in cities
and in towns who are holding their first
positions do differ to an extent in that
town managers are slightly older than city
managers and have somewhat longer ten
ures.

The difficulty in explaining the profile
presented by the first-time managers is
not unexpected. One 10 i ally would ex
pect to find at least three contrasting
types of managers in this group. First,
many of the first-time man~gers should
be younger men starting their careers and
having spent only a short time in the
management profession. Second, ob
servers of Virginia local government are
most familiar with men who have served
one city or town for an extraord inary
length of time, making a career of manag
ing one municipality. Third, several mu
nicipalities, especially the smaller ones,
frequently employ managers who have
already developed and may have com
pleted' careers in a non-governmental field
such as engineering.

Some evidence to su pport these pro
positions can be found by examining the
individual managers involved. There are in
both groups several younger men who
only recently have become managers. Six
of the 16 city managers, for example,
have served less than 5 years. On the
other hand, only 2 of the 15 town

managers have served less than 5 years.
This difference suggests that the cities at
present more often serve as stepping
stones for prospective managers in build
ing a managerial career.

Among several towns, but infrequently
among cities, one finds managers who
assumed their present position in their
late twenties or early th irties and have

.remained for periods which now exceed
20 years. Finally, almost half of the town
managers were 45 years of age or older
when they received their first appoint
ment as a manager. The tendency among
this group was entrance into the manage
ment profession after a considerable time
in non-governmental positions. The city
managers who were first appointed after
the were over 40 differ from thelr town-----
counterparts in that they tended to be
promoted from within the city's govern
ment.

AN OVERVIEW

Virginia cities and towns are served by
men who compare favorably with the
national profile of managers in terms of
recruitment, training, and professional
backgrounds. Cities are more likely than
towns to parallel or surpass the national
profile, and in most cases the size of the
municipality can be identified as an influ
ential factor.

This article has purposely been limited
to a description of Virginia's present city
and town managers. It is the initial effort
in a study in depth which will focus on
the Virginia manager and will compare
him to his regional and national counter
parts. It is hoped that this study will be
available well in advance of the sixty-fifth
anniversary of the apPolntment of Vir
ginia's first city manager.

Entered as second-class matter
Charlottesville, Virginia
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