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~r many years the Virginia town has
been the forgotten unit in Virginia's
pattern of local government. Much has
been written about the State's cities and
counties and the steady deterioration of
the financial position of the central city
in some of Virginia's metropolitan areas.
Moreover, the issue has been dramatized
in recent times by the formation, for a
time, of the group of local governments
called the "Urban 12" to press for
relief, a development which continued
to obscure the position of the town.
Only recently have there been signs of a
beginning effort to focus on the town as
an essential and integral part of the
pattern of local government in the
State. 1
The town in Virginia is an
intermediate form of local government
located somewhere between the vague
concept of a rural community and the
city. As such it possesses a charter and a
separate identity from the cou nty.2 The
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dramatic shift in population from rural
to urban areas has been both a blessing
and a bane for Virginia towns. I n the
more rural areas of the State, towns,
I ike the cities, are the beneficiaries of
population growth and are seeing their
economies expand and diversify. On the
other hand, as counties begin to furnish
more urban type services, the
significance of the town declines as a
provider of those same services.
Reflecting this trend is the incorporation
of only 2 new towns during the Sixties
in contrast with the 17 towns
incorporated in the Fifties. 3 But while
the town birth rate is approaching the
zero mark, the town remains a vital part
of the system of local government in the
Commonwealth.
The prevailing form of government in
the larger Virginia town is the
council-manager plan. The town manager
is therefore one of the central actors on
the town government stage and
influences town policy in a very
fundamental way. The purpose here is
to show that the town manager in
Virginia has had to take an increasingly
active part in both pol icy formu lation
and decision making (in politics,
therefore, though not in a partisan
sense) in the small towns, a procedure
which
the
central theory of
council-manager government states
belongs exclusively to the elected
body-the council.

The data on which this article is
based were obtained from in-depth
interviews with a representative sample
of town managers throughout the State.
Managers were interviewed in 18 towns
with populations ranging from less than
1,000 to over 11,000. The average
population of the 18 towns was just
over 4,000.

3. Makielski, "The Town in Transition," p.

4. Austin, "The Virginia City and Town
Manager," p. 13.
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TOWNS AND MANAGERS

Every Virginia city and town with a
population of 5,000 or more and all but
one municipality with a population
between 2,500 and 5,000 currently
operates under the council-manager form
of government. Moreover, the popularity
of the plan is further demonstrated by
the fact that it has never been
abandoned by a Virginia municipality.4
Managers are appointed by the council
and serve at its pleasure. Town
managers, Iike their city brethren, tend
to be recruited from outside the town
and 40 percent of them are either
former managers or have been active
managers in some other town. The
average tenure for Virginia town
managers is 6.8 years.
The average town council in Virginia
consists of seven members elected for
three-year terms. All of the towns
follow the practice of non-partisan
elections in that candidates seeking
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office do not design t
th el11selves
officially as a membe of a po iti I
party. More than half of the council
members are elected for staggered terms
and, unlike most Virginia cities, the
mayor is elected separately from the
council. This practice gives the mayor a
political base separate from the council
m embers and makes him a more
formidable figure with which the
manager must deal.
The average Virginia town employs
43 municipal workers not including
school personnel. However, the numbers
range in the towns included in this
s udV tram 12 to 11
employees
n
every town the manager is responsible
for hiring and firing municipal
employees. Generally, town employees
have not reached the level of
professionalization found in cities where
many department heads and bureau
chiefs are college educated and
well-trained
in their areas of
specialization. Conversely, town
employees are far less Iikely to be
college educated. Thus, the Virginia
town manager is like his city
counterpart in many ways except that
he lives and works in a smaller, less
com pie x en vir 0 n men t
wit h i e ss
professional assistance. And the manager
in the large Virginia towns faces
situations which for the most part are
similar to those faced by the manager in
the small cities.

SMALL TOWN POLITICS

Any consideration of the political
role of town managers must be preceded
by at least a brief account of the
political environment in which they
work.
The typical Virginia town is a small
urban community which serves as the
focal point for surrounding agricultural
areas and is usually the economic hub of
th e area. Economically, towns are
composed of mercantile interests which
generally serve the rural community and
a few professional people such as
doctors and lawyers, the latter being
very much in evidence if the town is the
county seat as is often the case. In

recen
ears Virginia
0 n
h ve
attempted, w
m su cess, to attra t
light industries, and agriculture has
become less important to their
econom ies. The Virginia town is
presently in a state of transition from a
farm-centered economy to one of more
diversity.
Socially, many towns continue to be
dominated by old established families
with their positions based on wealth and
tradition. I n some towns, however, the
coming of industry or suburban sprawl
has brought into the towns new
middle-class managerial and professional
people wbo bave begun to make
themselves felt in the town's social
system.
Pol itically, the small town and the
surrounding rural areas were the bastions
of the Byrd Organization in its heyday.
The typical town was the county seat
and courthouse politics was a way of life.
I n many instances, however, the politics
of the town government was often
separate and sometimes distinct from
county politics. And it is in the
atmosphere of town politics, that is, in
determining policies and making
decisions, that the managers have to live
and work.
The Virginia town managers play an
active role in the politics of their towns
in spite of the fact that the traditional
theory of the council-manager form of
government calls for the manager to be
a politically neutral, professionally
trained expert. Most managers indicate
that they meet regularly but informally
with town business leaders in order to
-explain munlclpa po ICles wi"th a view
toward gaining either their active or
tacit support. Some managers feel that
occasionally an individual will decide to
run for town council with the idea of
representing a special interest. Th is is
particularly true in towns dominated by
one or two economic interests such as
an industrial plant or a large,
well-established family business. More
than half of the managers included in
this study indicate that on occasion they
have gone so far as to meet with the
pol itical leaders of the town for the
purpose of dissuading some individual
from running for town council. This

i volvement
of cou se, is po\iti \
a IVlsm
in the extreme for a
IInon-politicalli manager. Managers also
indicate that interest groups and
o rg an izations of concerned citizens
frequently are organized around
controversial questions and often ex ist
for noncontroversial matters as well.
Managers and councilmen alike make
regular use of these organizations to
mobilize popular support for policy
proposals.
The politics of Virginia towns is
almost as complex and inten ive as that
of larger cities. The difference is USua \
-a-m-atter of degre. he cities may have
more diversity of interests and fewer
person-to-person relationsh ips, but the
existence of close and frequent contact
with one's neighbors in a sma(( town
serves to intensify pol itical activity. An
overwhelming number of the managers
feel that the community can influence
policy alternatives if the people are
willing to become politically active.
Moreover, the managers most active in
the decision making process are found in
the larger towns. This is probably the
resu It of the tendency for smaller towns
to be more homogeneous socially,
economically, and politically in contrast
with the larger towns which have more
diversity and thus more sources of
conflict with which the managers feel
they have to deal.

THE MANAGER AS A POLITICAL LEADER

In Virginia today, city and town
managers alike are -faced with a
dilemma. On the one hand they are at
the head of a governmental system that
casts them in the role of a non-political
expert. On the other hand, they are
constantly faced with the necessity of
providing policy leadership which, by its
very nature, has a high political content.
Where policy leadership does not exist,
managers, no matter how reluctantly,
have been forced into a leadership role.
This emerging leadership role for the
managers can be traced to the fact that
they spend the bulk of their time and
energy on the town's most pressing
problems. As the older problems are
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ei her solve or become less rig ific nt,
they are replaced by ne an
ill
ore
difficu t problems. The managers ar
thereby, oftentimes by default, thrust
into the role of the pri cipal town
problem solver.
The town manager has a number of
formal devices for use in his role of
policy leadership, one of the most
important of these being the town
budget. All managers, of course, are
responsible for preparing the town
budget and therefore for proposing
priorities. These priorities are high Iy
po\itical in nature because they become
the
blueprint
for the town's
development and its commitment to
certain goals. Most managers felt that
the town budget makes a sign ificant
impact on the town's economy as it
represents a sizeable expend iture of
public funds.
Another formal device for policy
leadership is the manager's role as the
administrative head of the town
government. All town managers are
responsible for hiring and firing town
employees except school personnel. The
manager thus exerts policy leadership
not only by recommending priorities in
the budget, but also by directing how
those pol icies are to be carried out by
town employees.
A third formal device for policy
leadership is the manager's relationship
with the town council. An overwhelming
number of the managers stated that
members of the community turn first to
the manager rather than to the council
with their problems and suggestions. The
manager is therefore in the advantageous
position of having advance information
on how the community feels about
certain problems, particularly those that
are controversial. Thus, the manager can
prepare in advance for criticisms or
controversies that may arise during a
council meeting. Most managers also
indicate, as might be expected, that
public attendance at council meetings is
directly related to the absence or
presence of controversial questions on
the agenda.
About half of the managers feel that
the more experienced council members
support the manager's proposals more

th n
'le
ewcomers.
A
overwhelming number of th managers
interviewed, some 85 percent, said the
council does not make extensive changes
in the policy proposals recommended to
them by the manager.
The town manager's formal devices
for policy leadership-budget proposals,
administrative control, and his influence
on council's decisions-are for the most
part straightforward and clearly defined.
But there are subtle variations within
each of these areas wh ich give the
manager room to maneuver when
necessity dictates. I t is in th is room to
maneuver through the use of informal
devices that the manager finds his
Qleatest latitude in exerti ng pol icy
leadership.
Virginia town managers tend to move
into political leadership roles whenever a
leadership vacuum exists. As long as the
elected leaders act as nonleaders, the
managers are forced to function, in part
at least, as pol itical leaders. I t has been
suggested that the community is
responsible for the degree to wh ich a
manager becomes involved in political
leadership. When the manager plan is in
harmony with the general political
attitudes of the community, as is
universally the case in Virginia, the
manager is likely on occasion to be
pressed into the leadersh ip role whatever
h is personal preferences may be. 5
One of the most informal devices
used by managers to build support and
exert leadersh ip is through casual and
nonpublicized meetings with the
business and social leaders of the town.
Seventy percent of the managers
reported that they meet periodically
with the town's leaders. These meetings
are informal and unscheduled but
nevertheless quite essential in building
community support for the manager's
proposals. One half of the managers
stated that they not only meet with
town leaders, but also discuss with them

5. See the comment on the confl ict of
political ideas in those municipalities with the
manager plan in H. A. Stone, D. K. Price, and
K. H. Stone, City Manager Government in the
United States (Chicago: Public Administration
Service, 1940), pp. 236-237.

political issues and possible candidates
for public office.
Another informal device used by
managers to exert political leadership is
through closed meetings with members
of the town council. The managers
indicate that they meet frequently with
members of the council and almost half
of them said that they have one
particular councilman with whom they
work more closely than the other
members to build support for their
proposals.
The relationship between the mayor
and the manager provides a special
opportunity for the manager to be
prominent in influencing policy
decisions. Eighty-eight percent of the
managers interviewed felt that the
council looked to the· mayor for policy
leadership and 70 percent felt that the
mayor was an active political leader.
However, 70 percent also stated that the
mayor
supported their policy
recommendations without significant
alterations. These findings indicate that
the mayor and the manager are in
agreement on most policy questions.
This tendency for the mayor to look
with favor on the opinions of the
manager provides heavy support for the
influential role of the manager in the
decision making process.
What recourse do the managers have
if their policy proposals are turned
down by the council? I n those towns
with politically active managers, the
answer is that they resort to informal
action such as meeting with individual
cou nc i I members to explain their
proposals. I n that way the manager is, in
effect, acting as a council member in
bargaining with members of the council.
Another method which some of the
managers use to build support is going
directly to the people to present their
side of an issue. Through meetings with
community civic organizations and in
informal gatherings, the manager has
many opportunities to garner support.

THE MANAGER VIEWS HIS ROLE

The most important and perceptive
view of the proper role a town manager
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shou Id play comes from the managers
themselves. Each manager views h is role
in a unique way and no two operate
exactly alike. There are, however,
enough similarities among managers and
their role perceptions to provide support
for some generalizations.
Almost two-thirds of the managers
feel that their position enabled them to
make policy decisions whenever a
I eadership vacuum existed in their
towns. If the elected officials, the mayor
and council, cannot or will not exert
policy leadership, managers instinctively
move into the existing vacuum, thereby
proving the old politieal adage that
power abhors a vacuum. More than
three-fourths of the managers classified
themselves as
active" rather than
inactive" in working with the
community in order to exert political
I eadership. Approximately the same
proportion felt that pol itical activism
was an appropriate role for them to play
lI

II

when necessity dictated. Thus, the
managers themselves felt justified in
moving into leadership roles when, in
their view, they perceived that the
continued growth and development of
their towns made it necessary.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE

Pol itical necessity has thrust the
Virginia town manager into an
influential leadership role in the making
of decisions. Whether willingly or not,
managers have been forced to take the
lead in formulating poli-ey and selling
priorities to the public. I n many towns
the council has become less involved in
the policy making process and has
turned over many of its responsibilities
to the manager. Th is phenomenon can
be observed in many towns where the
council's financial committee has been
dissolved in favor of letting the manager

draw up the budget with the council
having little knowledge or information
on financial
matters. With these
additional duties the manager becomes
even more deeply involved in
community leadership.
As the town's chief administrative
officer, the manager is in the
advantageous position of having prior
access to information concerning the
town's operations that enables him to
perform at a high level of effectiveness
even when participating in the policy
formulating and decision making
process. Managers generally agree that
this participation wi)) probab)y . creas
as time passes and town government
becomes more complex. Since the town
manager can expect an ever increasing
need for his participation in a leadersh ip
role, it may be anticipated that he will
become even more skilled in leadersh ip
than he has in his traditional role of
town housekeeping.
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