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Since the appointment of the first
manager by the City of Staunton,
Virginia, in 1908, the councilmanager plan has gained increasing
acceptance in the United States.
According to The 1977 Municipal
Yearbook, 46 percent of all municipalities with populations in excess of
10,000 utilize the plan. The councilmanager form enjoys predominant
status in cities ranging in population
size from 25,000 to 250,000, reflecting its extensive employment by
suburban localities. By way of contrast, the weak mayor-council form
maintains its dominant position
among small communities, while the
strong mayor-council structure is
most often found in large core cities.
The council-manager plan has
proved to be especially popular in
Virginia. Each of the forty-one cities
and 97 percent of the towns with
populations in excess of 2,500 retain
a manager. 1 Since the councilmanager plan in Virginia has not
been the focus of much serious
scholarly inquiry, reasons for this
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Textbook descriptions of 'the role of
the mayor in the council-manager
form invariably set forth the mayor's
role in a titular and restrictive fashion. All authors note that the mayor
carries out ceremonial duties and'
usually presides over council meetings, but they fail to acknowledge any
singular importance of the mayor in
the broad policy process. Such descriptions, which are consistent with
the mayor's prescribed role as advanced by traditional proponents of
the plan, also reflect the usual
responsibilities assigned to the
mayor by council-manager charters.
In actuality, however, the mayor's
role in the council-manager form of
government may well be of greater
import, as some studies have indicated. Edward C. Banfield and James Q.
Wilson, in their typology of councilmanager relations, assert that in
some communities it is the responsibility of the mayor to take the
initiative on policy matters both
within the council and before the
public. 3 In an examination of mayoralty leadership in Oakland, California, Jeffrey Pressman found that the
role of the mayor varied in either a
contractive or expansive fashion,
depending upon the personality of
the mayor and the extent to which he
determinately engaged in "pyramiding" his resources-such as formal
position and powers, prestige, and
saliency-on behalf of leadership
and influence. 4 On the ·basis of data

nearly universal use by the state's
cities and towns remain somewhat of
an intellectual enigma. A plausible
suggestion, however, is that the most
important factor facilitating its employment has been the state political
climate. The concepts of "efficiency"
and "economy" associated with
council-manager government were
central tenets of the Byrd Organization, which dominated state politics
during those years when most localities adopted the plan. As an earlier
news letter on the subject noted,
"The long domination of the state's
political scene by the Byrd Organization made possible an emphasis on
improved governmental management that probably would not have
been possible in a more volatile
politica I environment."2
-The essential structural features of
the council-manager plan are as
follows. Policy making is vested in a
legislative body, i.e., the council,
usually consisting of five to nine
members elected at-large on a nonpartisan basis. As part of its policymaking function, the council approves the operating budget. A
professional administrator, usually
titled the city manager, is retained by
and responsible to the council. The
manager staffs and administers the
government, formulates and proposes the budget, and carries out the
policies of council. A mayor, either
directly elected by the populace or
chosen by council colleagues, serves
as the titular head of the government
and performs ceremonial functions.

3Edward C. Banfield and James Q. Wilson, City Politics (New
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concerning mayor-manager relations obtained from managers of
forty-five cities with populations in
excess of 100,000, Robert Boynton
and Deil Wright concluded regarding
the mayor's role: "The behavior of the
mayors as governmental leaders ...
varies considerably from the model
and from legal prescriptions."5
What, then, is the role of the mayor
in the forty-one cities of Virginia? In
an attempt to answer this question, a
study was conducted employing a
twofold methodology. First, municipal charters were examined to ascertain how much variation exists
among the cities both in the method
of selecting the mayor and in the
mayor's formal powers, duties, and
responsibilities. Then, in the spring of
1976-,· intet"rews were sought with
the incumbent mayor and manager of
each city. Interviews with the mayors
were designed to elicit data on their
socioeconomic attributes, the reasons and the extent to which each
sought the office, what each perceived to be his or her legislative and
executive role, and the manner in
which each interfaced with the
manager. Interviews with the managers focused on their relationship
with the mayor and their perceptions
of the mayor's role. Interviews were
completed with thirty-two, or about
78 percent, of both the managers and
the mayors, representing a proportional mix of core cities, suburbs, and
small communities. However, because of space limitations, data from
the interviews with managers are not
specifically discussed in this article.
THE FORMAL ROLE OF MAYORS

The procedure by which the mayors of Virginia cities gain office and
their term of office does vary somewhat. In thirty municipalities mayors
are selected by their council colleagues and universally serve a twoyear term. In eleven cities the mayor
is directly elected. Most directly
elected mayors serve a four-year
term; however, in one instance the
tenure of office is three years and in
another, two years. In no city is there
a restriction on the number of terms
of office.
5Robert Paul Boynton and Deil S. Wright, "Mayor-Manager
Relationships in Large Council-Manager Cities: A Reinterpretation," 31 Public Administration Review 29
(January/February 1971).

Most charters direct that the mayor
shall preside over council meetings
and enjoy all the rights, duties, and
privileges of council colleagues. In
three communities, however, the
mayor is not formally charged with
presiding over meetings of council,
but by custom usually does so
anyway. In one city the council
selects from among its ranks, exclusive of the mayor, one member to
preside. Thirty-five mayors enjoy
equal voting privileges with their
colleagues; on the other hand, six
mayors, all directly elected, may vote
only in case of a tie. Five directly
elected mayors may veto legislation
passed by their colleagues, a veto
which may be overridden by a twothirds vote of council.
Approximately 40 percent of the
charters specifically authorize the
mayor to call special sessions of
council. That the remaining charters
do not formally grant the mayor this
power is of little consequence since
each of those charters includes a
provision allowing special meetings
at the request of any two council
members. In practice, mayors generally take the lead in establishing
council committees and designating
their membership. However, in only
three cities does the mayor by charter
enjoy these prerogatives, while in a
fourth the mayor is given the singular
right to designate committee membership.
Practically all charters set forth the
mayor's executive role in a summary
ceremonial fashion, except in times
of military law when the mayor is
recognized as the "head" of the city
government. Even so, some differences can be found among the relevant
charter provisions. For instance, in
most municipalities the ceremonial
head is officially given the title of
"mayor." In five communities, however, the mayor's position is deemphasized and is formally labeled
"president of the counci I." Conversely, in several communities the stature
of the mayor is somewhat enlarged
since the position is also referred to
as that of "chief executive" and is
assigned responsibilities not usually
associated with the mayor in the
council-manager form. In one instance the mayor is directed to
provide the council annually with a
report on the fiscal status of the city,
while in another broad executive and
administrative powers are bestowed
on the mayor.

Thus, municipal charters do reveal
variations among the forty-one cities
concerning the mayor's duties and
powers, especially as they relate to
the power of veto and voting privileges. Nevertheless, with only one
major exception, the duties and
powers of Virginia's mayors are
generally congruent with those of the
model council-manager form.
SOCIOECONOMIC AND POLITICAL
ATTRIBUTES

Mayors are for the most part welleducated, white, married males of
middle age from the business and
professional ranks of the community.
Specifically, of the thirty-two mayors
interviewed, only three are black
ma les and two wh ite fema les. Byage
grouping, 78 percent are between
forty and fifty-nine, 19 percent are
over sixty, and one is under thirty. In
the aggregate mayors are better
educated than the general population. No less than 56 percent graduated from an institution of higher
learning. Of this number, a majority
(55 percent) further obtained an
advanced academic or professional
degree. It is of note, however, that the
formal education of 41 percent of the
mayors did not exceed the high
school level, and one mayor never
attended either elementary or secon~
dary school. About 47 percent of the
mayors are involved in business
enterprise, while 35 percent are
professionals. Only four, or about 13
percent, are lawyers. Occupational
positions of a semi-skilled variety are
held by 10 percent, and another 10
percent are retired.
Exactly half of the mayors are
Democrats, while 16 percent are
Republicans. The remaining 34 percent indicated no partisan preference. The large number of mayors
who are Democrats reflects the
traditional Democratic loyalties of
Virginia. The significant segment of
mayors who opt for independent
status is substantially due to the
general non-partisan orientation of
the council-manager form and the
electoral
arrangements through
which each secured the office, as
well as the fact that the independent
label sometimes is chosen by former
conservative Democrats who have
forsaken their earlier party loyalties
but who do not wish to identify with
the Republican label.
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In summary, Virginia mayors basically share the socioeconomic and
political attributes of their counterparts throughout the nation, a·lthough in the aggregate they are
more oriented toward the Democratic
party. Of significance in terms of
political recruitment is the large
segment of mayors, both within and
outside of Virginia, who are gainfully
employed in business and the paucity
of mayors who are lawyers (in
contrast to the usual dominant
position of thi~ latter group in state
legislatures and the Congress).
TENURE AND QUEST FOR OFFICE

Twenty-two, or 69 percent, of the
mayors were in their first term, 16
percent in their second, and the
remainder were serving their third or
more term of office. The large percentage of first-term mayors reflects a
strong tendency in· communities
where the mayor is chosen by council
for the members to rotate the office
among themselves. Sixteen mayors,
including seven directly elected,
actively sought the office. The others
reluctantly agreed to serve because
they were· prevailed upon to do so by
council colleagues or other political
associates. It is instructive to note the
primary reasons given by those
mayors who wanted the office and
who actively sought it initially. Over
half of them, or 56 percent, are
desirous of exercising political leadership generally or on behalf of
certain goals. Only 31 percent sought
the office because of desired personal prestige or feelings of civic duty.
The remainder aspired to be mayor
believing they could end factionalism
and unify the council.
Plans to seek an additional term of
office were expressed by 69 percent
of the mayors. An overwhelming
majority (82 percent) were so motivated primarily because of a desireto
retain a position of political leadership, thus helping to ensure the
realization of certain programmatic
goals. Only 18 percent sought retention of the office for reasons relating
to civic duty or prestige.
THE MAYOR AS LEGISLATOR

Consistent with the councilmanager form, practically all mayors
preside over council and in theory
exercise a legislative role equal to

their colleagues. 'However, this
equalitarian portrayal of the mayor's
role in many cases conflicts with
reality. Two-thirds of the mayors
contended that their legislative role is
of a greater policy consequence than
that suggested by the municipal
charters.
Institutional and procedural prerogatives augment the mayor's role
in policy making. The mayor'spresiding function coupled frequently with
an involvement in the preparation of
council agenda (66 percent of the
mayors participate in agenda formulation) facilitates the mayor's ability
to give priorit>,' to personal policy
concerns. In addition, these priorities
may often be the subject of special
council sessions, which are called by
an overwhelming majority of mayors
on a not infrequent basis. Of further
significance in cities where the
council utilizes committees is the
mayor's formal or customary power
to establish committees and designate their membership, thereby
placing in key positions like-:minded
political allies sharing similar policy
preferences. Also, of course, some
mayors gain added stature because
they are directly elected and/or enjoy
the veto power.
Broad behavorial factors are of
even greater import in ensuring the
usual centrality of the mayor in the
policy-making process. Mayors usually playa larger policy role in most
instances simply because of prior

council experience and a desire to
exercise leadersh ip. Furthermore,
when selected by the members of
council, the mayor is generally expected to provide council leadership.
Reflective of their leadership role,
practically all mayors take the lead in
promoting council consensus when
the members are divided over policy
matters. In addition, two-thirds of the
mayors perceive that council
members rely substantially on their
advice when voting on major policy
issues. Finally, 56 percent of the
mayors believe themselves to be
primarily responsible for ensuring
that the manager implements the
policies of council. Obviously, investing the mayor with the prime responsibility for legislative oversight of the
administration enhances that position in the policy-making process.

THE MAYOR AS EXECUTIVE

Academic descriptions of the
council-manager form restrict the
mayor's executive role to ceremonial
and representational duties, but
these descriptions fail to take into
account broad mayoral leadership.
As documented in Tabln 1, 84
percent of the mayors perceive that
their dominant role is to provide
leadership for a single or multiple
array of purposes. Only 16 percent
restrict their dominant role to that of

TABLE 1

Dominant Role of Mayors

Role

Percent of Total
(N=32)

Provide Political Leadership/Realize Goals

25

Provide Political Leadership/Relate Government to Citizenry

12.5

Provide Leadership to Council

12.5

Provide Leadership to Council/Facilitate Communication
between Council and Manager/Assure that Manager is
following Council Policy
Preside over Council/Represent the City

34
16
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presiding over council meetings and
fulfilling ceremonial and representational duties. Reflective of their
assumption of a major leadership
role, two-thirds of the mayors asserted that they had actively campaigned
among the public on behalf of certain
policies. Most often these mayors
have sought public support for downtown redevelopment, extension of
water and sewer lines, or the construction of a municipal facility.
Mayors tend to play a strong
leadership role for a variety of
reasons. First, since most mayors
interpret their role in an activepositive manner, they devote a considerable amount of time to the
office, involving on the average about
twenty hours per week. Second,
citizens oiten direct their conceTns
about municipal services and pleas
for assistance to the mayor. Dealing
with these citizen inquiries and
complaints requires more than ten
hours per week for 16 percent of the
mayors; 38 percent spent between
five and ten hours, and the remainder
four hours or less. Third, there is a
definite trend throughout Virginia to
provide the mayor with an office and
assigned staff; indeed, three mayors
already enjoy full-time personnel
assistance. Fourth, the requirements
of intergovernmental relations often
involve mayors with representatives

of various local, regional, state, and
national agencies and organizations.
And finally, mass media, especially
television, has meant greater visibility for mayors-a visibility that many
mayors exploit on behalf of mayoral
leadersh ip.
CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

Mayors functioning within the
framework of the council-manager
plan have emerged, notwithstanding
charter provisions, as policy leaders
through their mobilization of formal
and informal resources of power.
However, this development is not
necessarily violative of the plan. In
exercising mayoral leadership mayors are not abusing their charter
duties and responsibilities, but simply expanding them.
At the same time, the exercise of
mayoral leadership has had several
ramifications. First, to accommodate
themselves to the mayor's more
significant role, managers obviously
have had to alter somewhat their
own behavioral style. Most managers
have successfully made this alteration and enjoy an excellent or good
working relationship with the mayor.
Second, it is reasonable to suggest
that the future of the councilmanager government in anyone
community is increasingly depend-

ent upon the success to which,
without negating the importance of
the council generally, the mayor and
manager establish a viable teamwork
relationship. Mayors and managers
need and depend upon each other.
This relationship of mutual interdependence is reflected in the usually
daily interaction of mayors with
managers, an interaction partly due
to the mayor's responsibility for
legislative oversight. Additionally,
however, it reflects the mayor's
function of interpreting for the manager the political realities of council
and the community. In this sense, the
mayor is a source of political wisdom
for the manager.
In conclusion, the emergence of
mayors as policy leaders in the
council-manager form is, on balance,
a positive development. Strong mayoral leadership may correct the
perceived imbalance of executivelegislative relations in the plan, with
the mayor moderating the influence
of the manager in the policy process.
In addition, as mayors exercise a
more significant and visible role, and
as the plan comes to resemble more a
skew version of the mayor-council
with a CAO (chief administrative
officer) form, it is possible that the
council-manager form will be adopted by more large cities, where its
utilization thus far has been limited.

Persons or institutions may be placed on the mailing list to receive copies of the News Letter by sending a written request to News Letter, 207 Minor
Hall, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia 22903. It is suggested that the complete address be printed or typed, that individuals give their
residential rather than office address, and that the Zip Code be included.

THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA

WS
LET T E R
Editor / Clifton McCleskey
Assistant Editor / Sandra Wilkinson
Published each month from September
through August by the Institute of Government, University of Virginia, Charlottesville,
Virginia 22903. The views and opinions expressed herein are those of the author, and
are not to be interpreted as representing the
official position of the Institute or the University.
Entered as second-class matter January 2,
1925, at the post office at Charlottesville,
Virginia, under the act of August 24, 1912.

©

1978 by The Rector and Visitors of
the University of Virginia.
Printed by the University Printing Office.

Entered as second-class matter
Charlottesville, Virginia

