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The forty-one cities in Virginia use
two different methods to select their
mayors. Thirty of the cities follow the
Jlreformed" government approach
whereby the city council appoints
one of its members to serve as mayor.
(Other characteristics of "reformed"
cities generally are a councilmanager government, nonpartisan
elections, at-large election of council
members, and overlapping council
terms.) The other eleven cities in the
state diverge from this model in that
the mayor is directly elected by the
voters. The slight increase in the use
of the latter approach in Virginia in
recent years is consonant with the
national picture. According to the
1976 edition of the International City
Management Association's Municipal Year Book, the mayor is directly
elected by the people in 51 percent of
the nation's cities operating under
the council-manager form of government (the form used by all cities in
Virginia).
Popular election of mayors presents some interesting questions. Do
the people tend to select mayors who
are different in their socioeconomic
characteristics from those mayors
who are appointed by council? Do
directly elected mayors have more
Jlpower" or influence than their
fellow councillors? Does the direct
election of mayors pose conflicts for
the operation of a council-manager
form of government? Does having the
mayor on the ballot increase voter
turnout in a local election? As Nelson
Wikstrom suggested in a recent

News Letter article, 1 is the personality of the individual mayor perhaps
more relevant to the leadership role
he exercises than his method of
selection? An examination of the
experiences in the eleven cities in
Virginia which provide for direct
election of the mayor might answer
some of these questions.

BACKGROUND
Directly elected mayors are found
among the smallest, as well as the
largest, cities in the state (see Table
1 ). Six of these mayors are in cities of
I~ss than 20,000 population, two in
cities with populations between
20,000 and 30,000, and three in
cities of over 100,000. (None of those
cities with populations between
30,~00 and 100,000 directly elect
their mayors.) Most of the cities'
original charters provided for the
direct election of the mayor. When
Manassas, Manassas Park, and
Poquoson obtained city status in
1976, they all continued the practice
they previously had followed as
towns of directly electing the
mayor-a method currently used by a
large majority of the towns in
Virginia. However, a change from an
appointed-by-council to a directly
elected mayor has occurred in two of
the eleven cities: Roanoke in 1960
and, most recently, Portsmouth in
1976. (Portsmouth's change was
actually a return to a previous
pra.ctice, since the city originally had
SWitched from the directly elected to
lNelson

Wikstrom,
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Leadership
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Council-

Manager Cities in Virginia," University of Virginia News

Letter, January 1978.

the appointed-by-council method in
the 1950s, when it also changed
from. ward elections to at-large
elections of council.) In both instances, the main reason given for this
change was to provide the opportunity for more effective mayoral leadershi~ ~f the city; instead of having a
majority of council (often by a split
vote) select the mayor from among its
members, the entire city would
participate in choosing the mayor.
Alexandria initiated direct election of
the mayor in 1968; prior to that time,
the councillor receiving the highest
number of votes in the councilmanic
election was designated as mayor.
In. contrast
with the thirty
apPolnted-by-council mayors, the
~ajority of which serve for two years,
nine of the eleven directly elected
mayors serve for four years. However, the mayor of Alexandria ser es a
th~ee-year term and the mayor of
Fairfax, a two-year term of office.Six
of the eleven mayors may vote with
the city council on all issues; the
re~aining five may vote only in case
of tie votes by council. Additionally,
three of the latter (the mayors in
Fairfax, Manassas, and Manassas
Park) have the right to veto council
decisions, an option that is provided
to only five of the forty-one mayors in
Virginia's cities. Generally, the charter provisions governing the role of
the directly elected mayor are the
s~~e as those for the other thirty
cities: the mayor shall preside over
coun~il meetings, have authority to
appoint such committees of the
council as deemed necessary, and
serve as head of the government for
ceremonial, military law, and civil
process purposes.
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TABLE 1

VOTING AND VETO POWERS OF DIRECTLY ELECTED MAYORS IN VIRGINIA CITIES

Kind of Vote

City
Below 10,000 population:
Emporia
Poquoson
Lexington
Manassas Park

Veto Power

Tie breaking only

No

Regular vote
Tie breaking only
Tie breaking only

No
No
Yes

Tie breaking only
Regular vote

Yes
No

Regular vote
Tie breaking only

Yes

Regular vote
Regular vote
Regular vote

No
No
No-

10,000 - 20,000 population:
Manassas
Fredericksburg
20,001 - 30,000 population:
Winchester
Fairfax
Over 100,000 population:
Roanoke
Alexandria
or smouth

No

SOURCE: Institute of Government survey conducted by the author, February 1978,

SOCIOECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS

One might expect that the socioeconomic characteristics of mayors
who are elected by an entire city
would differ somewhat from those of
mayors who are chosen by a majority
of city council (generally consisting of
five to seven persons). In Virginia, at
least, the differences are minimal. A
recent report of the Virginia Municipal League shows that white males
still dominate the office of mayor in
Virginia cities. 2 While this isgeneralIy the case in the eleven cities with
directly elected mayors, some slight
differences are observable when one
compares these cities with the other
thirty. The directly elected mayors are
in fact al males, wnereas fema es do
account for four (or 13 percent) of the
thirty appointed-by-council mayors.
However, blacks are slightly better
represented in the directly elected
mayoral group; two (18 percent) of
the directly elected mayors are black
(the mayors of Fredericksburg and
Roanoke), while in the other thirty
cities, four (or only 13 percent) of the
mayors are black.
The majority of Virginia's mayors
are middle aged, with nine (82
percent) of those directly elected and
nineteen (66 percent) of those appointed by council falling in the 4059 age bracket. None of the directly
elected and only four (14 percent) of
2Michael S. Deeb, Election and Composition of City and

Town

Councils in Virginia,

Virginia:

Report No. 556 (Richmond,

Virginia Municipal League, 1977), p. 16.

the appointed-by-council mayors are
younger than 40. The "over 60" age
group is almost equally represented
among the directly elected and
appointed-by-council mayors with
two (18 percent) and six (20 percent),
respectively.
The occupations held by the eleven
directly elected mayors almost exactly fit the pattern for all forty-one city
mayors as described by Nelson
Wikstrom in his News Letter article.
Five (45 percent) of the mayors are
businessmen, four (36 percent) are
professionals (including two ministers), one (9 percent) holds a semiskilled position, and one (9 percent) is
retired.
VOT~R-PARTICIPATIQN

-

Characteristics statistically associated with low voter turnout in
municipal elections include the absence of a mayoral race in the
election, a council-manager form of
government, nonpartisanship, and
the scheduling of municipal contests
independently of other local, state, or
national elections. Since all of
Virginia's cities have most of these
characteristics, one Jmight expect
voter participation to be higher in
those eleven cities which provide for
the direct election of the mayor.
However, an examination of the
1976 city council and mayoral elections shows only a slightly better
turnout in those cities electing both
the mayor and the city council than in
those electing only members of the
council. The percentage of registered

voters participating in the elections in
those eleven cities electing both the
mayor and the city council ranged
from 35 percent in Fairfax to 58
percent in Fredericksburg, with a
median of 50 percent. In comparison,
data from twenty-three of the thirty
cities having solely city council
elections indicate that the percen~age of registered voters participating
In those elections ranged from 30
percent to 67 percent, with a median
of 47 percent.
A further examination of voter
turnout was made in nine of the
eleven cities by comparing the 1976
elections with the 1974 elections
when there was no mayoral race~
(Alexandria and Fairfax were excluded since the mayor appe'ared on
the ballot in each election':.)' In each
instance, the_percentage of registered voters whovoted in the 1976
elections was greater than in the
1974 elections, with a substantial
increase of 33 percent in the cities of
Fredericksburg and Roanoke. A
check of the electoral returns in those
two cities reveals that they were the
only two cities in which the mayor's
race was "close." In the other
mayoral races, either the margin of
victory was wide or only one person
was seeking the office, as was the
case in five of the cities. In a two-way
race in Fredericksburg, Mayor Lawrence A. Davies defeated the incumbent by a vote of 1,51 6 to 1,508. The
incumbent mayor in Roanoke, Noel C.
Taylor, won re-election with a vote of
9,577; the closest of four challengers
received 8, 158 votes. No attempt has
been made in this analysis to examine the reasons for the high voter
turnout in those two elections, but
the fact that both mayors Davies and
Taylor are black might have co tributed to the interest shown in those
races. Another interesting aspect of
the 1974 and 1976 comparisons is
the minimal change that occurred in
Portsmouth. In 1974, 39.5 percent of
the registered voters voted in the city
council elections; in 1976, with the
change to the direct election of the
mayor, the percentage barely increased to 42.5 percent. However,
the voter tunout in 1976 might have
been higher had there been more
than one candidate for the mayor's
position.
All Virginia cities hold their city
council and mayoral elections in
May, independent of state and
national elections. While there are
valid reasons for doing so, i.e.,
allowing the electorate to focus on
the issues of the respective elections,
greater voter participation might be

encouraged if elections were held
simultaneously. Because city elections IIprovide less overall appeal and
are felt to offer less critical choices,
purely independent municipal
elections-whatever
their
other
merits-tend to reduce citizen participation in elections."3 As was the
case nationally, the percentage of
registered voters in Virginia who
participated in the 1976 municipal
elections was substantially lower
than the percentage who voted in the
, November 1976 national election. As
noted above, the median voter
turnout in the eleven cities having
directly elected mayors and in the
. thirty cities with appointed-bycouncil mayors was 50 percent and
47 percent, respectively; the median
turnout of registered voters in those
same cities in the 1976 national
election was 80.5 percent and 81.4
percent, respectively. Thus, it appears that concurrent elections
might well promote greater voter
participation in municipal elections,
perhaps even more so than the direct
election of the mayor.
LENGTH OF SERVICE

Opinions vary concerning effects
of frequent mayoral turnover. Some
students of government view lack of
continuity in the mayor's office as a
limitation on a mayor's abilityto lead,
while others see it as a means of
ensuring a fresh approach to government. Given such divergent views, an
examination of the length of service
of the two groups of mayors in
Virginia's cities might be revealing.
As Table 2 shows, some variations
do exist. Whereas only three of the
directly elected mayors are in their
first term (usually of four years), half
of the appointed-by council mayors
are serving their first two-year term.
This latter fact is primarily a result of
the tradition in those cities to rotate
the mayor's position among the
council members every two years,
thus providing a more regular
turnover of mayors. Further examination shows that, overa", mayors
in Virginia's cities generally serve no
longer than eight years in that office;
the exceptions are one directly elected mayor in Manassas who is currently in his fourth term (representing a total of sixteen years) and three
appointed-by-council mayors who
are serving their fifth term (representing a total of ten years each).
3Albert K. Karnig and B. Oliver Walter, "Municipal

Except in Poquoson, all of the
directly elected mayors had served on
their respective city councils prior to
running for mayor. When the years of
council experience are added to the
years served as mayor, one finds that
the total length of public service for
these eleven men ranges from 2 to 36
years, with an average of 13.55 years
of service. Comparably, the range of
service for the appointed-by-council
mayors is 2 to 18 years, with an
average length of service of 7.44
years-almost half that of the directly
elected mayors. This differential
results from the fact that 36 percent
of the directly elected mayors have
served either on city councilor as
mayor for more than 1 0 years,
whereas only 20 percent of the
appointed-by-council mayors have
served on council longer than 10
years. The scope of this study does
not allow any conclusion to be drawn
concerning the relationship of the
method of mayoral selection and
length of public service, but it is
noteworthy that directly elected
mayors, on the average, have served
their communities longer than
appointed-by-council mayors.
MANAGER-MAYOR-COUNCIL
RELATIONSHIPS

It might be presumed that the
direct election of the mayor would
tend to produce a IIstronger" mayor

than is usually associated with the
council-manager form of government, thereby leading to conflict
between the mayor and the manager.
However, as revealed in interviews
with mayors and managers, this does
not appear to be the case in the
eleven cities in Virginia with directly
elected mayors. Ten of the managers
indicated that their discretion and
exercise of duties were not restricted
by the mayor's actions. Generally,
each manager (and the mayors as
well) described the working relationship between the manager and the
mayor as a livery good" one, and one
in which each respected the other's
responsibilities
and
obligations.
Some managers hypothesized that
more public demands may be made of
a directly elected mayor than of an
appointed-by-council mayor; thus,
the temptation to interfere in the
administrative operations might be
greater since the mayor will want to
satisfy his constituency and try to
ensure his re-election.
Interestingly, three of the city
managers have worked with both
directly elected and appointed-bycouncil mayors. One of these managers noted no differences in the
working relationship in the two
systems, while another said he had
found it to be generally lIeasier" to be
a city manager with an appointed-bycouncil mayor-there was more
unanimity of action. The third man-

TABLE 2

TENURE OF MAYORS IN VIRGINIA CITIES, 1978

Terms served as mayor:
1st term
2nd term
3rd term
4th term
5th term
Years served on city council,
including years as mayor:
Less than 5 years
5 - 10 years
11 - 20 years
More than 20 years
Average length of service on
city council, including years
as mayor:

Directly Elected
Mayors
(N=11 )

Appointed- By-Council
Mayors
(N=30)

3 (27%)
7 (64%)

15 (50%)
7 (23%)
3 (10%)

o
1 ( 9%)

2 ( 7%)

o

3 (10%)

2 (19%)
5 (45%)
1 ( 9%)
3 (27%)

13.55 years

11 (37%)
13 (43%)
6 (20%)

o

7.44 years

Elections: Registration, Incumbent Success, and Voter Participation," The Muncipal Year Book,
D.C.:
p.71.

1977 (Washington,

International City Management Association, 1977),

SOURCE: Institute of Government survey conducted by the author, February 1978.

ager stated that his discretion had
been substantially more limited by a
particular appointed-by-council mayor than is the case with the directly
elected mayor with whom he now
works. These personal experiences
reinforce the main point made by
most of the city managers: the
"strength" of a mayor is almost
completely an individual matter and
is not governed by the method of
mayoral selection. This view is in
harmony with a study of the councilmanager city of Greensboro, North
Carolina (which adopted direct election of the mayor in 1972), in which
the authors found that the way a
mayor occupies and uses his position
is largely dependent on individual
patterns of behavior and a personal
conception of his leadership role. 4
5i ce the m8flagers a e appoint
by the entire city council, they
uniformly view their main obligation
as one of carrying out the wishes of
that entire body, and not those of an
individual mayor. However, the election of a mayor by an entire city
(particularly a large city) may well
influence a manager, in imperceptible ways, to view that mayor as more
representative of the city than an
appointed-by-council mayor or other
councillors. This tendency is mollified in Virginia since the majority of
the eleven cities with directly elected
mayors also have at-large council
elections, thereby giving each coun4James H. Svara and James W. Bohmback, 'The Mayorality
;Jnd Leadership in Council-Manager Government," 41 Popular
Government 1-6 (Winter 1976).

cillor a citywide base comparable to
that of the mayor.
Also, a mayor elected by the people
to be the city's "Ieader" might be
expected to have more influence or
"power" than that of a councillor,
particularly since mayors usually
have more seniority than councillors.
The majority of the mayors interviewed acknowledged that this is
generally the case, although they did
not believe direct election to be the
only contributing factor. Increased
influence is also affected by the
nature of the position itself. The
mayor is generally the first to receive
information on key matters and the
one who is asked to speak to civic
groups. Also, he is more involved in
intergovernmental matters and, perhaps most importantly, presides over
.
e' s.
mayor viewed himself as
one
among equals" in terms of policy
making and recognized that working
cooperatively with the council was
the crucial factor in determining an
effective government. The mayors
were unanimous in the belief that
such effectiveness is more easily
achieved when the mayor is directly
elected. The general view expressed
was that a mayor's ability to provide
policy leadership and to reconcile
differences might be constrained if
he were "beholden to a majority of
the city council" for his selection as
mayor, instead of to the entire
electorate. On the other hand, a few
of the city managers thought that an
appointed-by-council mayor might,
in fact, have more authority than a

directly elected mayor because he
would have been chosen by the
council to be its spokesman.
CONCLUSION

Some slight variations do exist
between those cities in Virginia in
which the mayor is directly elected
and those where he is appointed by a
majority of the city council. While
generally the socioeconomic characteristics of the two groups are quite
similar, no women are found among
the directly elected mayors. However, blacks are slightly better
represented in that group than in the
appointed-by-council cities. To a
small degree, greater voter participation in municipal elections appears to
be encouraged in those cities which
f r tt+~ i c e ' tion of th
mayor. The directly elected mayors in
Virginia have a total length of public
service that is nearly twice that of
their appointed-by-council counterparts. The working relationships
established by a majority of the
directly elected mayors, their respective city managers, and the city
councils are generally seen to be in
harmony with the council-manager
form of government.
Findings of this study indicate that,
in Virginia, the method of selecting
the mayor makes little difference to
the functioning of local government
in the Commonwealth's cities. The
key variable in every case seems to be
the individual personality and philosophy of the person occupying the
mayor's position.
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