Council-Manager
Form of Government

What is the Council-Manager
Form of Government?
• The Council-Manager form of government combines
the political leadership of elected officials and the
administrative experience of a manager.
• The mayor and members of city council set policy
and hire a nonpartisan manager who has broad
authority to administrate the city.

What is the Council-Manager
Form of Government?
• The council-manager system was designed to combat corruption
in local government by promoting effective management with
transparency and accountability.
• Since its establishment, the council-manager system has
become the most popular structure of local government in the
U.S. and is also widely used in other countries such as Canada,
Australia, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and the United
Kingdom.

Hickory, NC
A Pioneer of the Council-Manager System
Second only to Staunton, VA in the nation, Hickory
was the first city in North Carolina to create and
exercise the Council-Manager system.

The History
• On St. Patrick's Day, March 17, 1913, 97 percent of
Hickory's 565 registered voters cast their ballots.

• 291 citizens voted for a new city charter and 256
voted against it. It was the largest voter turnout ever
in Hickory.
• By a margin of only 35 votes, Hickory became the
first city in North Carolina and second in the nation
to adopt the council-manager form of government.

A Look Back

EXTRA EXTRA
Quotes from local newspapers in 1913
It provides an
ear in the city
government
into which the
people can
directly shout
their complaints.
One can go
direct to the
City Manager
and get
information
without being
referred to one
and another.

It is stated by some that Hickory is
too small a town to adopt this form
of government. Is any business too
small to be scientifically and
economically managed?
Ask any successful business man
There can certainly be
no reasons advanced
against a proposition
that aims to apply the
same standards to the
city’s business that is
now applied to private
business.

what is the keynote of success,
and he will unhesitatingly say the
man behind the business to do
the pushing, and the Board of
Directors behind the man to see
that he not only does the
pushing, but pushes in the right
direction.

George Wooten, City Manager 1913

16 Managers have served the
citizens of Hickory in the last
century.

Mick Berry, City Manager, 2013

Council-Manager System Today
• In 2007, more than 3,500 (49 percent) of the 7,171 U.S.
cities and towns with populations of 2,500 residents or
more operated under the council-manager form. This
structure is also used by more than 370 counties. More
than 92 million people in the U.S. live in communities that
operate under this form.

• Of the 247 U.S. cities with populations greater
than100,000 residents, 144 (58 percent) use this form of
government.

The Form of Government in
the Thirty Most Populous Cities
1 New York
2 Los Angeles
3 Chicago
4 Houston
5 Philadelphia
6 Phoenix
7 San Antonio
8 San Diego
9 Dallas
10 San Jose
11 Indianapolis
12 Jacksonville
13 San Francisco
14 Austin
15 Columbus

Mayor-Council
Mayor-Council
Mayor-Council
Mayor-Council
Mayor-Council
Council-Manager
Council-Manager
Mayor-Council
Council-Manager
Council-Manager
Mayor-Council
Mayor-Council
Mayor-Council
Council-Manager
Mayor-Council

16 Fort Worth
17 Louisville
18 Charlotte
19 Detroit
20 El Paso
21 Memphis
22 Nashville
23 Baltimore
24 Boston
25 Seattle
26 Washington DC
27 Denver
28 Milwaukee
29 Portland
30 Las Vegas
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Mayor-Council
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The Council-Manager System in
North Carolina
• Since 1970 the council-manager form has continued to
spread in North Carolina.

• Nearly all cities with over 10,000 citizens and many with
lower populations use the council-manager form.
• About 99 of North Carolina’s counties currently have a
manager (the number varies slightly from year to year)

Council/Manager Form
of Government Today
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The mission of ICMA is to create excellence in local
governance by developing and fostering professional
local government management worldwide. To further
this mission, certain principles, as enforced by the
Rules of Procedure, shall govern the conduct of every
member of ICMA…

•

•

•

Be dedicated to the concepts of
effective and democratic local
government by responsible elected
officials and believe that professional
general management is essential to the
achievement of this objective.
Affirm the dignity and worth of the
services rendered by government and
maintain a constructive, creative, and
practical attitude toward local
government affairs and a deep sense of
social responsibility as a trusted public
servant
Be dedicated to the highest ideals of
honor and integrity in all public and
personal relationships in order that the
member may merit the respect and
confidence of the elected officials, of
other officials and employees, and of
the public.

•
•

•

Recognize that the chief function of
local government at all times is to serve
the best interests of all people.
Submit policy proposals to elected
officials; provide them with facts and
advice on matters of policy as a basis for
making decisions and setting
community goals; and uphold and
implement local government policies
adopted by elected officials.
Recognize that elected representatives
of the people are entitled to the credit
for the establishment of local
government policies; responsibility for
policy execution rests with the
members.

•

•

•

Refrain from all political activities which
undermine public confidence in
professional administrators. Refrain
from participation in the election of the
members of the employing legislative
body.
Make it a duty continually to improve
the member's professional ability and to
develop the competence of associates
in the use of management techniques.
Keep the community informed on local
government affairs; encourage
communication between the citizens
and all local government officers;
emphasize friendly and courteous
service to the public; and seek to
improve the quality and image of public
service.

•

•

•

Resist any encroachment on
professional responsibilities, believing
the member should be free to carry out
official policies without interference,
and handle each problem without
discrimination on the basis of principle
and justice.
Handle all matters of personnel on the
basis of merit so that fairness and
impartiality govern a member's
decisions, pertaining to appointments,
pay adjustments, promotions, and
discipline.
Seek no favor; believe that personal
aggrandizement or profit secured by
confidential information or by misuse of
public time is dishonest.

Leading in Challenging Times: New
Skills for Managers
“We need to adapt, and for that we need
the capacity to meet new realities and the
courage to take responsibility for inventing
the future.”
--Marty Linsky

• Observe, Interpret, Intervene
• Adaptation, Experiments, Interdependence,
Conflict, Next Practices, Take Care of Ourselves

Today’s Challenges

http://youtu.be/2GNgqUxMYuc

Council-Manager Roles &
Expectations: Best Practices
Carl Stenberg
School of Government
October 14, 2013

Working Together I

Roles and Responsibilities

Council-Manager Roles and
Responsibilities Compared
Mayor

Council

• Preside at council
meetings

• Govern and oversee
management of the city

• Call special meetings

• Confer power to the
mayor and employees

• Votes

• Other powers conferred
by the council

• Decide organization of
municipal government
• Appoint a manager to
serve at its pleasure

Manager
• Hire and fire all employees
and supervise all
departments
• Uphold city and state laws
and regulations
• Prepare and submit the
annual budget
• Report on the finances and
administrative activities
• Perform other duties
required or authorized by
the council

Differing Staff-Council Views and
Values
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Professional Staff / Citizen Legislator
Full-time / Part-time
Long-term / Short-term
Strategic / Incremental
Data / Story
Neutral / Advocate
Community / District
Representation / Responsiveness
Common Problem-Solving / Constituent Service
Administratively Feasible / Politically Acceptable

Gap between Professional and Political Learning*
Staff
Hi

The
Gap
Potential for
Misunderstanding

Learning

Elected
Low
Then

Now

Time
Source: John Nalbandian
University of Kansas

*Credit to John Arnold

Working Together II
Seven Expectations for Effective
Council-Manager Relations
Best Practices

Expectation 1:
The Council and the Manager Jointly Strive for Good
Service to Citizens
• Manager ensures that administration provides the very
best service possible to the community.
• Manager creates an organizational culture of
responsiveness and performance.
• Manager fully accepts responsibility with council when
things go wrong.
• Council supports and steers citizen complaints to
administration.
• Council members inform manager of problems and give
manager the opportunity to get problems fixed.

Expectation 2:
The Manager is a Valued Advisor to the Council
• Manager offers balanced and impartial policy advice to
council.
• Manager recommends any measures that he/she deems
expedient, including alternatives, assessment, and
relevant information.
• Manager may make an unpopular recommendation that
might not have very good prospects of being accepted.
• Manager gets fully behind council decisions and ensures
that the administration does the same.
• Manager helps elected officials explain their decision to
the public and helps the public understand council’s
point of view.

Expectation 3: Elected Officials’ Relationships with
Employees Are Carefully Managed
• Council members observe chain of command.
• Council members and the manager protect planned
workflow.
• Manager may encourage direct contact between council
members and employees for routine inquiries or
requests that do not affect administrative workloads.

Expectation 4: The Council Acts as a Body and Is Dealt
with as a Body
• Council takes official action as a body.
• Manager welcomes suggestions from individual council
members that do not conflict with council policy.
• Individual member proposals that set new directions or
require resource reallocations are put before entire
council.
• Manager treats all members of council alike.
• Manager seeks to prevent council members from being
surprised or caught off guard on issues.
• Manager ensures all council members have the same
level of information and understanding.

Expectation 5: The Manager and the Council Give
Each Other a Chance to Prove Themselves
• Manager directs administration based on what a majority
of council decides.
• Council members recognize that campaign rhetoric
seldom stands up to the complexity of governing,
leading, or managing.
• Manager seeks to earn the trust and the confidence of
new and veteran members.

Expectation 6: The Manager and the Council Freely
Give and Seek Feedback
• Manager and council members work to maintain open
communications.
• Manager provides all council members with accurate,
relevant, and timely information.
• Council members ask questions and make their interests,
positions, and feelings known to the manager.
• Council members offer constructive criticism to the
manager on an ongoing basis.
• Council members clarify their expectations of the manager,
providing direction and benchmarks for success.
• Council members and the manager freely give and accept
feedback in the spirit of continuous improvement.

Expectation 7: The Manager and the Governing Body
Work Together to Develop a Highly Effective Governing
Body
• Manager prepares agenda and plans meetings that
focus on major topics.
• Manager and mayor orient new council members,
encouraging new members to do their homework, ask
good questions, and exercise caution and courtesy when
speaking publicly about the town and staff.
• Manager and council members behave in a manner that
encourages citizen confidence in town government.
• Manager helps mayor and council develop highperforming habits:

High-performing Habits
1. Thinking and acting strategically and with a vision for the
community’s future
2. Respecting the “shared constituency” with the citizens in horizontal
and vertical relations with other jurisdictions
3. Demonstrating teamwork
4. Mastering small-group decision making
5. Honoring the council-staff partnership
6. Allocating council time and energy appropriately in four key areas goal setting retreats, study sessions, regular public hearings and
meetings, and community relations
7. Having clear rules and procedures for council meetings
8. Obtaining objective feedback and conducting systematic and valid
assessment of policy and implementation performance
9. Practicing continuous personal learning and leadership development
of individual elected officials

Wrap-Up

In your municipality, what is 1 strength that must
be maintained and 1 thing that should change
for the Council-Manager Relationship?

