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This chapter considers the formal participants in the urban political process. 

These include the city's elected governing body, the professional bureaucracy 

it employs, and the volunteer boards and commissions it appoints. These also 

include other elected officials, for instance, the city clerk and municipal 

judge. We will attend carefully to several aspects of these positions: the 

personal characteristics of the individuals likely to hold them, their motives 

for seeking and maintaining the positions, their motives for actions taken in 

their positions, and the potential for conflict inherent in the positions. But 

before examining these features of formal political participation (and 

participants) in the city, we distinguish among different municipal 

governmental structures, for these too affect the politics practiced in the city. 
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An Inventory of Municipal Governmental Structures 
 

As suggested in chapter 3 , the history of the large city in the U.S. is 

marred by corruption. The weak mayors of earlier governing arrangements left 

a power vacuum, with no single member of the governing body sufficiently 

strong to counteract the corrupting force of the political machine. In efforts 

to conquer corruption and improve efficiency, Progressive-era reformers 

proposed three ways to modify the formal structure of municipal government. 

First, they proposed strengthening the power of the mayor within the mayor-

council format. Second, they sometimes proposed combining the 

policymaking and administrative functions of government into a 

commission. Finally, reformers proposed placing administrative responsibility 

in the hands of a professional city manager, leading to the council-manager 

structure. 

 In the twenty-first century, formal structures for municipal government 

in the United States reflect both the earliest approaches and reformers’ efforts to 

devise arrangements they viewed as less corruptible and more efficient. The 

mayor-council form and the council-manager form are most widely used. The 

commission form is a distant third. And some very small municipalities in the 

northeast still use a town meeting format. In what follows, we consider the 

features of these formats, their prevalence in U.S. cities, the functions they 

serve for various types of cities, and their strengths and weaknesses. 

 

 Mayor-Council Plans 
 

 Weak-mayor plan. Under the weak-mayor plan, voters typically 

elect council members, who in turn select one among themselves to be 

mayor for (typically) a oneyear term. In some cities, all council seats are up 

for election every two or four years. More commonly, members serve four-

year terms, with terms staggered so that roughly half of the seats are up for 

election every two years. But as varied as the election procedures may be, all 

cities governed under this plan have one thing in common: The mayor has no 

formal powers beyond those of other members of the council. He or she is 

responsible for presiding over council meetings, is often quoted in the 

newspaper as a community spokesperson, and performs numerous civic 

duties—such as ribbon cuttings—spared other members of the council. But 

these ceremonial powers do not extend to city governance, where the mayor 

is merely first among equals. His or her vote counts the same as that of 

each other council member, and the mayor cannot veto legislation, set the 

agenda for council meetings, or hire and fire city staff. 

 In the weak-mayor plan, the council is responsible for formulating 

and passing legislation that guides the city. In addition, the council hires 

department heads (for example, parks and recreation director, community 
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development director, fire chief), who serve at its pleasure. This plan also 

provides citizens the opportunity to elect other administrative officials such as 

the city clerk, treasurer, tax assessor, and police chief. But exactly which 

positions are elected and which are appointed by the council vary from city 

to city. 

 When administrators are elected rather than appointed by the 

council, the council's power is weakened. Elected administrators are free to 

pursue their own agendas without interference from the council, and the 

position of the council as the central (and technically, the only) policy-

making body in the city is diluted. No one is clearly in charge. However, 

even in weak-mayor cities the percentage of administrative positions that are 

elected has declined over time. In 1936, 70 percent of cities with over 5,000 

residents elected at least one administrative officer; by 1966, only 48 percent 

did so. During the same period, the number of cities electing police chiefs 

declined by over 50 percent (Adrian and Press 1977). 

 The weak-mayor plan is typically found in small cities, where it is 

consistent with an ethos of civic responsibility. The plan demands that public 

office be spread around among the citizens. The town is governed by friends 

and neighbors, pitching in to do their share. But as urban problems have 

become common to small cities, amateur politics and amateur politicians 

may no longer be practical. For example, municipal liability for traffic 

accidents caused by malfunctioning traffic signals or allegations of police 

brutality may demand a city attorney trained in municipal law rather than one 

who can appeal to the most voters. Sensitive community policing may 

require professionally trained police administrators. And the demands of 

economic development may require a politically minded mayor, one who is 

able to mobilize the community (or at least its economic sector), even if that 

means that he or she gains additional power in the process. 

 

 Strong-mayor plan. During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 

four inventions helped add physical miles to the diameter of large cities 

(Kingsbury 1895)
1
: the modern bicycle (1885), the trolley (1873), the 

telephone (1876), and the automobile (1885). With the advent of these 

conveniences, people no longer needed to live within walking distance of 

employment and friends; rather they could communicate and be transported 

over substantial distances with little effort. Many opted for the good life in 

the hinterlands, not far from the center of town by today's standards, but 

away from the hustle and bustle and pollution of the central city by 

contemporary standards ( Jackson 1985, Warner 1972). With urban expansion 

came the need for better administrative coordination, something the weak-

mayor form of government was unable to provide. 
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 In addition to physical expansion, technological developments during 

this period added complexity to the urban environment. For example, the 

steam fire engine received widespread use in the Chicago fire of 1871, and 

for the first time the municipal fire department served a functional rather than 

a symbolic purpose. Now cities could actually expect to win their battles 

with fires rather than just fight to limit damage. But with this advance also 

came a change from a volunteer fire department to a professional fire 

department in many cities, and an attendant need for increased 

administrative coordination. The advent of the automobile and the police call 

box made possible a truly mobile police force, but it also brought the need 

for better administrative coordination. 

 The increasing physical size and technological complexity of the city, 

coupled with the municipal corruption that seemed to flourish under the weak-

mayor plan (especially in big cities), brought calls for reform in the structure of 

municipal government. The most readily apparent way to provide better 

coordination was to strengthen the mayor’s formal authority, providing the 

mayor with control over the urban bureaucracy as well as a position of 

leadership on the city council. Unlike a weak mayor, a strong mayor is always 

elected separately from the rest of the council, providing an unambiguous 

delineation of power and authority. The strong mayor not only runs council 

meetings, he or she typically sets the agenda for these meetings and usually 

has the power to veto legislation passed by the council.2 Also unlike the 

weakmayor plan, administrative positions are almost never elective under the 

strong-mayor plan. Rather, the mayor has the authority to appoint 

department heads who, in turn, are responsible for hiring staff; the mayor has 

authority to fire department heads as well, often without having to show cause. 

The strong mayor typically is a full-time position, even in smaller cities, and 

is paid a higher salary than other members of the council. (Council 

positions, in all but the largest of cities, are typically part-time or unpaid.) 

 Under the strong-mayor plan, the mayor emerges as the clear 

administrative and policy leader for the city. Since the mayor is able to 

appoint department heads, he or she can build a team of administrators 

who share a common conception of municipal purpose and who are, 

therefore, able to work together. This results in a greater potential for 

coordinated services than is possible under the weak-mayor plan, where 

high-level administrators are either appointed by the council or elected by 

the voters. 

 Although a number of cities are considered to have strong-mayor 

plans, almost none has adopted the model in its entirety. The plan is found 

most often in larger cities, including Baltimore, Boston, Cleveland, New 

York, Pittsburgh, and St. Louis. But some large cities with a strong-mayor 

plan have greatly restricted the power of the mayor. 
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 The line between a weak mayor and a strong mayor is fuzzy, so it is 

difficult to determine precisely how widespread each variant of the plan is. But 

whatever the breakdown between its variations, the mayor-council plan is most 

widely used in very small and very large cities, as shown in Table 4.1.3 

Among municipalities with fewer than five thousand people, over forty percent 

employ this format. Its popularity drops through the broad mid-range of city 

size categories (cities with 5,000 to 250,000 people), but goes up again in 

large cities: More than fifty percent of cities with over 250,000 people employ 

the mayor-council format. In general, the weak-mayor plan is probably most 

popular in the smaller cities, and the strong-mayor format is most popular 

in the larger cities. 

  

 

Table 4.1.  Form of Municipal Government as a Function of City Size (N=3,566) 

Type of Government Structure 

 Mayor-Council Council-Manager Commission Town Meeting 

Population N % N % N % N % 

Under 2,500 219 40 277 50 13 2 42 8 

2,500—4,999 340 42 403 50 6 1 58 7 

5,000—9,999 238 31 443 58 9 1 70 9 

10,000—24,999 204 27 496 65 15 2 54 7 

25,000—49,999 104 28 253 69 2 1 7 2 

50,000—99,999 43 22 148 74 3 2 5 2 

100,000—249,999 20 23 66 77 0 0 0  

250,000—499,999 10 59 7 41 0 0 0  

500,000—1,000,000 5 56 4 44 0 0 0  

Over 1,000,000 1 50 1 50 0 0 0  

Total 1184 33 2098 59 4 1 236 7 

SOURCE: Adapted from The Municipal Yearbook 2013. 

 

 
Council-Manager Plan 
 

Installing a city manager, even more than strengthening the mayor, was 

viewed by reformers as the way to simultaneously root out municipal 

corruption and coordinate municipal administration. In 1899, for example, 

Haven Mason, editor of California Municipalities, held that every city that 

receives or expends $50,000 annually should have a salaried business 

manager (Adrian and Press 1977). These municipal managers, he argued, 

should be versed in engineering, street construction, sewers, building 

construction, water and lighting systems, personnel, accounting, municipal law, 

fire protection, and library management. Other reformers made similar 

pleas, and in 1908, Staunton, Virginia became the first U.S. city to hire a 
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general manager in an arrangement that would soon become the council-

manager form. In 1911 Richard Childs, a reformer who later became president 

of the National Municipal League (the forerunner of the National Civic 

League), drew up a model city charter for council-manager government. The 

popularity of the council-manager plan grew rapidly, with forty-six other 

cities (the largest of which was Dayton, Ohio) adopting it by 1915. 

 The fundamental assumption of the council-manager plan is that there 

is no Democratic or Republican way to pave a road or fight a fire, and that 

politics should therefore be removed from urban administration.4  To this 

end, the city council hires a professional manager to oversee the 

administrative responsibilities of the city, and the manager serves at the 

council's pleasure (i.e., the majority of the council can vote to fire the 

manager at any time, with or without cause). Although the manager serves at 

the pleasure of the council, the council typically refrains from meddling in 

the administrative affairs of the city, thus removing one source of politics 

from urban administration. In addition, since the manager is not required to 

seek electoral approval for his or her actions, a second source of politics is 

removed. Once appointed, the manager has authority to hire and fire 

department heads, who report to him or her. This provides the manager with 

the opportunity to select a management team that reflects his or her 

philosophy of urban administration, thus increasing the opportunity for 

coordination. The manager is typically paid a professional salary, high by 

public-sector standards, but considerably lower than what he or she might 

expect to receive for comparable responsibility in the private sector.5
 

 Under the council-manager plan as originally conceived by 

Progressive-era reformers, voters elect council members in nonpartisan, a t-

large elections. (In an at-large election, each council member represents the 

whole municipality, not a ward or district). Mayors are typically selected by 

the council from among its members, usually for one-year terms. The office 

of mayor in the councilmanager plan is, like the weak mayor in a mayor-

council plan, largely a ceremonial position with no formal powers. Council 

members typically serve on a part-time basis and receive nominal salaries. 

 Under the council-manager plan, the council has responsibility for 

formulating general municipal policy. For example, council members develop 

taxing and spending policies, deciding where new revenue is to come from 

and priorities for spending it. They decide whether money for capital 

improvements will be spent to fix sidewalks and repair bridges, or for new 

sewage treatment plants, fire engines, and additional police cars. A second 

example involves zoning. The council typically decides where industries 

shall be allowed to locate, and whether duplexes (or apartments), grocery 

stores, and laundromats will be allowed in residential neighborhoods. A third 

example involves regulation and the development of ordinances. Council 
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members often must decide what kinds of signs and billboards will be 

allowed within the city limits. They must determine speed limits for 

various roads in the city. 

 The city manager is responsible for preparing an annual budget and 

submitting it to the council, carrying out the policies that the council has 

formulated, and managing the bureaucracy, including making personnel 

decisions and resolving personnel conflicts. And the city manager may be asked 

to provide counsel and advice to the city council. Indeed since council members 

typically serve on a parttime basis, they may lack the expertise and the 

time to properly evaluate policy options. More often than not, they do turn to 

the city manager for counsel and advice. Thus, the council may ask the 

manager to determine whether a new sewage treatment plant is warranted, 

the costs and benefits of constructing a new road, the viability of a new 

park, or the likely impact of an additional sales tax or a restrictive 

billboard ordinance 

 As noted above, the popularity of the council-manager form grew 

rapidly in the early years of the twentieth century. By 1934, when ICMA began 

doing its form-of-government survey, 22 percent of responding cities had 

adopted the council-manager form, while 52 percent had a mayor-council form. 

By 1972, the number of council-manager cities had passed the number of 

mayor-council cities. Rapid suburbanization from the 1940s to 1970s provides 

part of the explanation for the sharp increase: As new municipalities were 

incorporated, many chose the council-manager format. Since the mid-1970s, the 

gain in share of council-manager cities has leveled off, though it continues 

modestly (Frederickson et al 2004). Among respondents to ICMA’s form-of-

government survey in 2011, two-thirds of all cities with population between 

10,000 and 500,000 use the council-manager plan, making it the most widely 

used form of government for U.S. municipalities. While the plan exhibits its 

highest rates of use among cities in the mid-size categories, even among the 

smallest (under 5,000) and largest (over one million) cities, the council-manager 

plan is in place in half of the cities reporting (see Table 4.1). Regionally, the 

West has the highest proportion of cities using the council-manager form, 

followed by the South (Frederickson et al 2004). 

 

 A Hybrid Form? 
 

The council-manager form is no longer new. By 2008, a hundred years had 

passed since the first city manager was hired in Staunton, Virginia, leading 

shortly thereafter to the council-manager form of government. In 2015, the 

council-manager plan is used by far more municipalities than the mayor-council 

plan. Or is it? 
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 As the one-hundred year anniversary of the council-manager plan 

approached, a debate emerged among political scientists and scholars of public 

management about whether a new hybrid form has developed. While municipal 

governments are still classified as either mayor-council or council-manager, 

cities in the two categories have adopted features from each other in an ongoing 

process of institutional development. An increasing number of mayor-council 

cities now hire a professional manager, for example, and many council-manager 

cities have changed from at-large elections for the city council to district-based 

elections and established a directly-elected mayor. Some scholars of municipal 

government and urban politics argue that the two categories still capture 

essential differences (Svara and Nelson 2008). Others argue that the blending of 

structural characteristics has obscured distinctions between the two earlier 

models and resulted in a new hybrid form (Frederickson, Johnson and Wood 

2004). 

 Those who maintain that the two-category classification is still 

fundamentally meaningful underscore the distinction between the legal 

arrangements for allocating authority and accountability among local officials 

and the electoral procedures in place in the community. The former, they argue, 

provide the basis for classifying municipal governments as mayor-council or 

council-manager. The mayor-council form echoes the separation of powers and 

checks-and-balances in place at the national and state levels in the U.S.: The 

council is elected to make policy for the community through the legislative 

process, while the mayor is elected to manage the city’s administration and to 

participate in policy-making (with such formal authorities as a veto, establishing 

the council’s agenda, proposing a budget). The council-manager form, on the 

other hand, is a unity-of-powers arrangement modeled on a business corporation 

or a parliamentary form of national government. The elected city council has 

authority to set policy and may direct oversight to any administrative actions—

without competition from an elected mayor. The city manager is appointed by 

the city council and is responsible for managing the city’s administration in 

keeping with the council’s policies. To be sure, the urban reform model 

recommended combining these formal characteristics with particular electoral 

procedures (at-large, non-partisan council elections; no separately elected 

mayor), but for scholars on this side of the debate, regardless of the electoral 

arrangements, the formal arrangements for allocating authority and 

accountability among officials define the mayor-council and council-manager 

forms. 

 Scholars who see hybridization of the council-manager and mayor-

council forms, on the other hand, view both legal arrangements for allocating 

authority and accountability and the electoral procedures in a municipality as 

elements in the structure of a municipal government. Reformers’ council-

manager model was focused on achieving efficient government. The mayor-
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council model, on the other hand, has features that more readily facilitate broad 

participation in local politics. Administrative effectiveness and participatory 

democracy are distinct values, but not necessarily contradictory. Incorporating 

elements of a council-manager form into a mayor-council arrangement, and the 

other way around—hybridizing forms—indicates efforts to pursue both sets of 

values. The following paragraphs elaborate this way of viewing the institutional 

development of the early twenty-first century. 

 The council-manager model was introduced in an effort to improve 

coordination and efficiency in local government—administrative effectiveness. 

Its central feature, as the name suggests, is the professional city manager. Since 

this form was introduced, managing cities has only become more complex. To 

help deal with this, cities on the mayor-council platform may choose to hire a 

professional manager with the same training and skills as city managers in 

council-manager cities. As early as 1931, San Francisco became the first mayor-

council city to hire a professional chief administrative officer (CAO). Several 

large cities hired CAOs in the 1950s; the number of mayor-council cities with 

CAOs increased dramatically between 1972 and 1998 (Frederickson et al 2004); 

and by 2011, 61 percent of the mayor-council cities that responded to ICMA’s 

form-of-government survey reported having a CAO (Svara and Auer 2013). 

CAOs have been adopted widely among commission and town meeting cities, 

discussed below, as well. Several other features advocated by early twentieth 

century reformers—including merit-based personnel systems, uniform 

accounting standards, and competitive bidding procedures—have also been 

widely adopted in mayor-council cities (Frederickson et al 2004). 

 But if features of the council-manager form work well in service of 

administrative efficiency, scholars of and participants in city politics have come 

to view electoral arrangements associated with the older mayor-council form as 

more effective in serving democratic values such as majority rule, protecting 

minority rights, participation, peaceful management of conflict, and widespread 

distribution of benefits. 

 Consider first arrangements for electing members of the city council. 

By the 1980s, political scientists viewed the question of the effects of at-large 

versus district-based elections on minorities’ prospects for representation on city 

councils as settled social science: At-large municipal elections diminish 

prospects for minorities to be elected, while district-based systems are more 

likely to result in representation on the council (Renner 1988, Welch and 

Bledsoe 1988). These findings would not have surprised the urban reformers 

who advocated at-large elections: They intended to diminish the ability of 

geographically concentrated ethnic immigrant minorities to elect council 

members who would focus on their particular needs and support the machine. 

U.S. federal courts recognized the discriminatory effect of at-large elections on 

blacks and Latinos in a series of decisions, and Congress amended the Voting 
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Rights Act in 1982 to make election systems that resulted in these outcomes 

illegal whether or not a city intended to suppress minority representation. In 

efforts to ensure the protection of minorities’ right to representation and to 

comply with federal law, cities throughout the U.S.—both mayor-council and 

council-manager cities—have changed from at-large elections for city council to 

district-based systems or mixed systems that include some members elected 

from districts and some at-large members. 

 Council-manager cities have also turned increasingly to direct election 

of their mayors (as have mayor-council cities whose mayors were previously 

chosen by the council). Why this change? Municipalities may want a leader who 

can manage diverse groups of people, conflicting policy preferences, and thorny 

resource allocation choices constructively (Gurwitt, 1993). While city managers 

do increasingly play a role in community leadership of this type, direct 

election—popular participation in the choice of the mayor—is a source of 

legitimacy in the U.S. political culture that an appointed official simply does not 

have (Protasel, 1988). 

 

 Town Meeting Plans 
 

While variations on the mayor-council and council-manager forms account for 

the vast majority of municipal governments in the U.S. in the early twenty-first 

century, there are municipalities still organized under the town meeting plan, 

which dates to the earliest years of European settlement in North America, and 

the commission plan, a progressive-era model. 

 The town meeting plan and its representative town meeting variation 

are found almost exclusively in New England, where they are used by villages, 

towns, and a handful of small and middle-sized cities. In the town meeting 

plan, the entire voting population of the town gathers once a year (with as 

many additional meetings as may be necessary) as the local legislative body. In 

the representative town meeting variation, voters elect a limited number of 

representatives who vote on policy, though all citizens may attend the annual 

meeting and participate in debate (Renner and DeSantis, 1998). In either case, 

the town elects a board of selectmen to carry out the enacted policies . The 

meetings may be supplemented by various study groups and finance 

committees, whose task is to recommend policy actions in general and town 

budgets in particular. Given the small number of municipalities that actually 

use the town meeting, it remains mostly as a nostalgic reminder of the 

past.6 

 

 Commission Plan 
 

The commission plan was another alternative to the strong-mayor format 

championed by municipal reformers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
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centuries. Its advent was more accidental than planned. In the wake of a 

hurricane in 1900 that destroyed large portions of Galveston, Texas, the state 

legislature suspended local government in the city, substituting a temporary 

government of five businessmen, the Galveston Commission. The 

commission's actions proved successful in the short run, and the city 

received a new charter in 1903 making the arrangement permanent (Adrian 

and Press 1977). 

 Under the commission charter, each commissioner is elected by the 

public and serves both as legislator and administrator. Usually commissions 

consist of five members, although some small cities may elect only three 

commissioners. Each commissioner is responsible for administration of part of 

the municipal government. For example, a commissioner of public safety is 

responsible for administration of the police and fire departments, and a 

commissioner of public works typically is responsible for administration of 

street construction and repair, water treatment and sewage disposal. In spite of 

the clear differentiation among administrative responsibilities, the 

commission's legislative responsibilities are typically undifferentiated. While 

one of the commissioners is designated to chair commission meetings, his or 

her formal powers are similar to those of a weak mayor. Thus, the entire 

commission formulates policy, but individual commissioners implement 

policy. 

 Although initially championed by urban reformers, the commission 

plan fell from favor in a relatively short time. Following the Galveston 

experiment, Houston adopted the commission plan in 1905 and Des Moines 

in 1907; by 1910 it had spread to 108 cities, and by 1917, to over 500 cities. 

At this point, however, a reversal began to take place, and today it is the least 

popular of the major municipal governance plans: less than two percent of 

the respondents in ICMA’s form-of-government survey report using it.  

Two factors may account for this decline. First, the initial success of the 

commission plan may well have been due more to the particular 

commissioners than to the nature of the plan. In Galveston, the commissioners 

were selected by the state legislature, reducing the impact of local politics on 

the plan's success. Further, those particular commissioners were apparently 

quite zealous in their efforts, and the situation itself was extraordinary. 

Other early converts to the commission plan may also have been 

attempting to respond to extraordinary circumstances. But after fifteen years 

of use, the commission plan began to show its defects, and it lost its appeal 

for many would-be converts. Perhaps more important, the decade between 

1910 and 1920 witnessed the advent of the council-manager plan, which held 

even more appeal for municipal reformers. 
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Formal Participants and Their Political Roles 
 

We turn now to an examination of the formal political participants in  the 

urban arena: members of the governing body, the mayor, the city manager, 

members of the municipal bureaucracy, municipal judges, and appointees to 

municipal boards and commissions. 

 

 The Governing Body 
 

Who are the people who serve on city councils in the U.S.? To address this 

question, we rely in large measure on a survey of city council members 

commissioned by the National League of Cities (NLC) in 2001, analyzed by 

James Svara (2003). In keeping with previous research, Svara found that the pay 

for council members remains low. Ninety-eight percent of council members 

from small cities (25,000-69,999 population) and 93 percent from medium-sized 

cities (70,000-199,999) receive less than $20,000. Indeed, the pay is less than 

$1,000 in 13 percent of small cities and 8 percent of medium-sized cities. Large 

cities (200,000 and above) were more likely to provide a more substantial 

salary, with 15 percent of the council members from large cities reporting pay 

above $20,000. Despite low compensation, the workload is not light. Council 

members spend 20, 25 and 40 hours a week working on council business in 

small, medium and large cities respectively. 

 The modest financial remuneration and the time required to do the 

job have implications for the kind of people who seek municipal office. Council 

members need to have sufficient income so that they can spend time away 

from the office, and flexibility so that they are not penalized for doing so. 

Forty percent of city council members in the NLC’s 2001 survey were managers 

or professionals, and another 21 percent owned a business. In an increase from 

previous surveys, 21 percent of those serving on city councils were retired. On 

the other hand, only 2 percent of city council members reported blue collar 

occupations and one percent said they worked in clerical positions. The same 

features of employment that permit people with business, professional and 

management occupations to participate on local councils—sufficient income 

and flexibility in their schedules—may preclude working class citizens from 

serving. This conclusion is consistent with earlier studies of city council 

members. (Adrian and Press 1977). Women filled 28.3 percent of council seats 

in NLC’s 2001 survey. Despite some movement in recent decades and across 

sources of data, this percentage appears sticky: National League of City surveys 

in 1979 and 1989 found 31.8 percent and 26.4 percent of seats filled by women 

(Svara 2003) and the U.S. Census of Governments in 1992 reported 26.1 percent 

(U.S Department of Commerce 1994). 

 The nature of the city council position is further demonstrated by 

council members' reasons for seeking office. Researchers in the mid-twentieth 
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century found that council membership was viewed largely as community 

service (Prewitt and Nowlin 1969: Prewitt 1970); and this remains the case in 

the early twenty-first century. When asked why they decided to run for office, 

80 percent of the city council members in NLC’s 2001 survey said that serving 

the city as a whole was a factor; 51 percent wanted to serve their neighborhood; 

and 23 percent were motivated to provide leadership for a particular 

constituency. Thirty-two percent of city council members were motivated to run 

by strong concerns about specific issues. Very few (3 percent) viewed the city 

council as a stepping stone to higher office, and fewer still (1.3 percent) 

indicated that they sought a council seat in order to increase business contacts. 

 For council members, thus serving largely out of a sense of civic 

responsibility, the job can be frustrating. Long hours and time away from 

family are reported as sources of frustration by 23 percent and 22 percent 

respectively. Financial factors reported as frustrating include low salary (27 

percent), private income loss (19 percent) and campaign cost (24 percent). And 

core features of the job of an elected official are reported as frustrations by large 

percentages of council members: Forty-three percent point to council member 

conflict as frustrating; 31% are frustrated by interest group pressure; and 32% 

by media coverage. Nevertheless, many council members appear to feel pretty 

good about their service: Majorities across all three city size categories rated 

their council’s effectiveness as excellent or very good in handling all major 

functions, and more than half intend to run again. 

 One of the most dramatic changes in the political landscape since 

the 1960s is the electoral success of minorities seeking city council positions. 

In 1970, only 623 blacks held elective municipal offices, including council 

seats, across the United States. (U.S. Department of Commerce 1994). In 2001, 

racial and ethnic minorities comprised 34.5 percent of city council members in large 

cities; 18.3 percent in medium-sized cities, and 10.0 percent in small cities. Each of 

these percentages represents a doubling of representation since 1979 (Svara 2003). 

Perhaps unsurprisingly given the regional distribution of minorities in the total 

population, more Hispanics and Asian-Americans are elected in the west, while 

more African-Americans are elected to city councils in the south and northeast. The 

form of government also continues to matter for minority representation: More 

minority members in NLC’s 2001 survey were elected from districts than at-large. 

 In their discussion of political equality, Rufus Browning, Dale 

Rogers Marshall, and David Tabb (1984) argue that minority election to 

council positions is an important component of political incorporation (i.e., 

becoming an effective part of the political process), which is, in turn, a 

necessary and sufficient condition for equality. According to the figures 

cited above, blacks (and other minorities) have made considerable progress 

toward the ideal of incorporation. Another component of incorporation is the 
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election of minority mayors. We turn to this at the end of the next section, but 

first, we look at the mayor’s role more generally in the urban system. 

 

 The Mayor 
 

In weak-mayor and many council-manager cities, the mayor is just another 

council member who serves on a part-time basis with little additional authority. 

But in strong-mayor cities, the mayor has considerable power. This section 

discusses the role of strong mayor. 

 Because the position of mayor is more powerful than that of council 

member, it tends to attract a different type of person. First, the strong-

mayor position is typically full time, and with a full-time position goes a 

higher salary. Even in small cities, mayors receive a quite respectable salary, 

and in large cities their salaries compare well to the pay found at most levels 

of political office. For instance, the mayor’s annual salary in U.S. cities with 

over one million people averages about $156,000 (Waters and Powell 2010). 

 Second, a full-time mayoral position requires its holder to give up his 

or her regular employment, and it is easy for the mayor to consider becoming 

a "professional" politician. The strong mayor may thus seek subsequent 

terms. And some mayors will use their records and name recognition to seek 

higher office, for instance, a position in the state legislature, the governorship, 

or even federal office. The actual success of mayors in seeking higher office 

is not the important point however, in fact most mayors do not go on to 

higher office.
7
 But the perception remains that this is a possible launching pad 

for a political career, and no doubt a number of people have sought the 

mayorship with this in mind. 

 Third, because of its greater pay, greater prestige, and potential for 

political advancement, the competition for the mayorship is fiercer than that 

for council seats. As a result, mayors tend to be somewhat older than their 

council counterparts, somewhat more successful professionally, and 

somewhat more visible in the community. They also tend to be self-

employed, either as small business owners or as professionals with practices 

they can return to at some later time (e.g., lawyers, physicians). In general, 

while civic responsibility is perhaps the primary motivation underlying 

pursuit of a part-time council position, it is not alone sufficient for seeking 

the mayor’s job. 

 Perhaps the biggest difference between the strong mayor and city 

council positions is the greater power of the former. The strong mayor, with 

power to appoint upper-level administrators, has greater access to 

information and bureaucratic support than do members of the governing 

body. By the same token, the mayor is the most visible person in the city. As 

Adrian and Press (1977) note, the mayor is expected to crown beauty 

queens, greet conventions, introduce presidents, dedicate parks, lay 
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cornerstones, open baseball seasons, lead parades, launch charity drives, and 

cut ribbons. The mayor thus becomes the symbol for the entire city. And 

while these activities lack political substance, they do afford the mayor with 

almost instant name recognition. In turn, this visibility provides him or her 

with easy access to the news media and, consequently, with a greater ability 

to publicize a political agenda for the city than is afforded to council 

members. Just as important, strong mayors are able to lay claim to any 

positive things that happen within the city, whether or not they were 

responsible for them. 

 Yet, the power of the office does not guarantee that individual 

mayors will be uniformly powerful in setting urban policy. Differences in 

mayoral power typically stem from two sources: the mayor's resources and 

his or her mayoral style. 

 
 Mayoral resources. Jeffrey Pressman (1972) identifies a number of 

resources necessary for mayoral effectiveness. He notes that the mayor's 

office must have sufficient financial and staff resources for the mayor to plan 

for rather than merely react to unexpected situations. Along the same lines, 

the mayor's office must be a full-time position, freeing the mayor from other 

occupational responsibilities. Pressman also notes that the city, and particularly 

the mayor's office, must have jurisdiction over various social programs in the 

city (e.g., housing, job training). In addition, an effective mayor must have 

access to a friendly local media willing to give frontpage or prime-time 

coverage to his or her political agenda. Finally, Pressman notes that mayoral 

initiatives must be undertaken in an atmosphere of political support to be 

successful. Specifically, he observes that the mayor must be able to mobilize 

political organizations (e.g., his or her political party) if he or she expects 

policy initiatives to get off the ground. 

 This conclusion is perhaps Pressman's most important, and it has 

two significant implications. First, it suggests the importance of political 

networks through which ideas and information flow and ultimately through 

which power is transmitted. These networks are necessary to mobilize 

support around public policy proposals, and in accordance with Pressman's 

suggestion, the mayor must be at the center of the city's political network to 

mobilize sufficient support to ensure success. Second, Pressman implies that 

political parties are important in these networks and that a mayor who is also 

a party leader is more likely to be successful than one who is not. Mayors in 

nonpartisan cities are unlikely to hold important party positions, and by 

implication, they are less likely to be successful than their counterparts in 

partisan cities. And mayors who run as mavericks, without party support, are 

likely to enjoy a miserable tenure in office. 
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 Mayoral style. John Kotter and Paul Lawrence (1974) expand this 

view of political networks in their discussion of mayoral style. They note 

that mayors set the political agenda in their cities, but that in order to call 

proposals off the agenda and turn them into public policies, they must 

mobilize their political resources by building, maintaining, and using political 

networks. Richard Lee, the former mayor of New Haven, was a master at 

mobilizing political networks. Robert Dahl (1961, 204) describes him in the 

following terms: 

 
The mayor was not at the peak of a pyramid but rather at the center of 

intersecting circles. He rarely commanded. He negotiated, cajoled, exhorted, 

beguiled, charmed, praised, appealed, reasoned, promised, insisted, demanded, 

even threatened, but he most needed support and acquiescence from other 

leaders who simply could not be commanded. Because the mayor could not 

command, he had to bargain. 

 
A mayor's willingness to work within existing networks or attempt to 

expand these networks reflects his or her mayoral style. At one extreme, 

Kotter and Lawrence identify the ceremonial mayor, who tends to focus on 

personal appeals to existing networks in the city. He or she feels comfortable 

in the role of ribbon cutter and parade leader and feels little need to initiate 

long-term policies or programs. When problems arise in the city, the 

ceremonial mayor reacts (or more frequently, instructs the municipal 

bureaucracy to react). Existing political networks are thus probably sufficient 

for the ceremonial mayor's purposes. To the extent that existing networks 

reflect the ideas and priorities of those who built them, the ceremonial mayor 

is likely to follow the agenda of his or her predecessors. At the other extreme 

lies the entrepreneurial mayor, who has a distinct set of policy goals for the 

city and attempts to expand existing networks in order to maximize the 

potential for bringing these goals to fruition. This mayor brings people together 

in an attempt to get them to share ideas. If they initially seem unwilling to do 

so, he or she cajoles them, or charms them, or threatens them into cooperating. 

 Some observers, however, have concluded that the days of the 

entrepreneurial mayor may have come and gone. Yates (1977) argues, for 

example, that declining resources have created greater fragmentation among 

urban interests, requiring the mayor more often to play the role of broker 

rather than entrepreneur. In such a role, he or she serves as a bridge 

between competing community interests that have no desire to 

communicate directly and work with one another. In addition, the dominant 

forces in city life today are economic and social rather than political. These 

forces will be discussed at much greater length in later sections. Suffice it to 

say here that the mayor—even the activist mayor—is largely left to react to 

these forces rather than control them. 
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 Declining municipal budgets also may contribute to changing 

mayoral style. When the mayor has control over discretionary funds, which 

he or she can dole out as rewards, network-building efforts are likely to be 

more effective than in the absence of such funds. Cajoling people with 

diverse interests to sit down together and exchange ideas is likely to be 

much more successful when they can be tangibly rewarded than when they 

can be only symbolically rewarded. A business owner, for example, is more 

likely to support the mayor when the reward is a new sidewalk or parking 

lot than when it is a plaque being installed in his or her honor. 

 

 Political incorporation. In 2015, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 

marked its 50th anniversary. In that interval there has been a substantial increase 

in the number of elected officials of color at the local level, including mayors. 

By the beginning of the twenty-first century, 454 black mayors held office 

(Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies 2001), up sharply from 48 

black mayors in 1970 (Williams 1987). Though much of this electoral success 

has come in small (usually southern) towns, by as early as 1992, blacks held 

the mayorship in 38  cities with over 50,000 people (U.S. Bureau of the 

Census 1995). Latinos also have been successful in bids for the mayor’s position 

(as well as seats on city councils) since passage of the Voting Rights Act. In a 

2010 survey, the National Association of Latino Elected Officials identified 240 

Hispanic mayors in 15 states (Ibarra Strategy Group 2013 cited by NBC Latino 

2013).  

 Women have also gained descriptive representation in mayors’ offices 

across the U.S. As of mid-2015, the Center for American Women in Politics 

reports that women are mayors in 17 of the 100 largest U.S. cities. Forty-eight 

women, including ten Black women and three Latinas, hold the top elected post 

in cities over 100,000. And 256 U.S. cities with more than 30,000 people have 

women as mayors. 

 

 The City Manager 
 

City management is a sizable and growing profession in the United States. Fifty-

nine percent of the municipalities that responded to ICMA’s 2011 form-of-

government survey have the council-manager form, and so by definition have a 

city manager (Svara and Auer 2013). If we include chief administrative officers 

(CAO’s) appointed in municipalities with other forms of government, 85 

percent of U.S. municipalities employ a professional manager. Who are these 

public managers? What do their education and career paths look like? What do 

they do in their jobs? Much of the information we have about city managers and 

city administrators comes from their professional association, the International 

City/County Management Association (ICMA). ICMA was formed in 1914, 

shortly after the first council-manager governments were established. Under its 
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auspices, the profession has adopted a code of ethics and develops goals and an 

agenda. For its members, ICMA provides professional development 

opportunities and serves as a support system. 

 If you wanted to work in city management, what educational path 

would you be likely to choose? An increasing majority of local appointed chief 

executives (city managers and CAOs) holds graduate degrees: 73 percent of the 

respondents in a 2009 survey hold masters degrees, and another 6 percent had 

other advanced degrees such as a doctorate or law degree (Killian and Choudury 

2010). The most likely degree is the masters in public administration, but 

advanced degrees in urban planning and public policy are also common (Renner 

2001). At the undergrad level, the typical city manager majored in the social 

sciences (DeSantis and Newell 1996). This educational profile represents a 

change from earlier decades, when most managers had engineering backgrounds 

(Banovetz 1971, cited in Watson and Hassett 2004). City managers in the 

twenty-first century thus tend to be social scientists, suggesting that they believe 

that the way to tackle a problem is to work with the people involved, rather than 

engineers, who approach problem-solving from a more technical perspective. 

City managers of ten  get their first taste of urban politics as undergraduates, 

perhaps as summer interns or through a course in urban politics or urban 

sociology. This experience makes them aware of the challenges of municipal 

government, so that most of those entering graduate programs to receive 

formal training in municipal administration do so with a commitment to the 

importance of the public sector in contemporary urban America. For them, 

city management is not so much an occupation as a calling. 

 Once prepared to serve in the local public arena, how does a potential 

city manager’s career unfold? The traditional career path described by Herson 

and Bolland (1998) takes the manager through increasingly responsible 

positions—perhaps beginning as an intern, moving on to analyst, assistant city 

manager, and finally CAO. These steps take the manager through several cities, 

typically of increasing size. This career trajectory, dubbed the “ladder climber” 

path by Watson and Hassett (2004), remains common. 

 But the traditional path is not the only one available to people who 

want to serve as local public managers. “Lateral movers” follow a path much 

like the traditional one, but instead of moving to bigger cities, they move to 

similar-size cities. Their reasons include “pull” factors—such as conviction that 

the smaller city is their niche, and the belief that they can do their best work in 

the first few years in a community—as well as the “push” factor of dismissal or 

pressure to resign. A small percentage of city managers are “long servers,” 

people who spend most of their careers in a single, smaller city. For them, a 

small, stable city where council-manager government is firmly institutionalized 

provides considerable job satisfaction. Finally, recent research suggests that 

there is a career path within large cities for “single-city careerists.” These are 
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people who spend their entire career within a single large city (population over 

100,000), moving up through various positions and increasing responsibilities, 

to end up as city manager. They differ from long-servers in that a single large 

city offers in-house opportunities for career progression; they may spend 20 

years working for that city before becoming city manager (Watson and Hassett 

2004). 

 As city managers progress along their career paths, they move from 

one top job to another in response to both pull and push factors. On the positive 

side, professional opportunity, personal reasons, and financial advancement 

motivate managers to change jobs. On the push side, it is well to keep in mind 

that city managers and other CAOs serve at the pleasure of elected officials (city 

councils, the mayor, a combination of council-and-mayor). City managers can 

be fired or pressured to resign—sometimes due to their own shortcomings, to be 

sure, but also in response to political conflict or policy differences with elected 

officials. Average tenure in the top job (city manager or CAO) is about seven 

years (Killian and Choudhury 2010).  

 Suppose that you have made it to the top job in your city’s 

administration. What is that job? What are your responsibilities? In the early 

twenty-first century, the CAO’s roles fall into three broad categories: 

management, policy, and politics (Nelson and Svara 2015). 

 The management role is likely the one most readily recognizable by 

both the public and undergrads focusing for the first time on what city managers 

do. A city is a service-providing organization. Streets need to be cleaned and 

plowed, parks and recreation centers operated, public safety ensured and so on. 

The city’s top manager runs this organization. He or she typically hires and fires 

department heads, and through this management team, directs and supervises 

administration generally. Financial management also falls to the city manager. 

And as cities are confronted with advances in information technology 

characteristic of the twenty-first century, the management role is expanding to 

include “modernizing the organization” (Nalbandian 2006). 

 City managers and CAOs also have a role in policy development. They 

draft budgets for the consideration of elected officials; they study issues and 

problems in the community and recommend policy to elected officials; and they 

help the council to develop goals and strategies for the city. Advising elected 

officials on policy has been part of city managers’ jobs since the council-

manager form was developed in the early twentieth century. Though 

downplayed during the 1930s and 1940s, the policy role re-emerged clearly in 

the post-World War II period; these changes in emphasis are reflected in 

surveys of city managers and in ICMA’s code of ethics. 

 While the management and policy roles have been part of the city 

manager’s job since the early days of the profession, the political or community 

leadership role became apparent later, by the 1970s. This is an outward facing 
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role in which the manager works with citizens and organizations outside his or 

her bureaucracy or city council. City managers may work directly with citizens 

and community organizations in planning for the community. They may provide 

leadership in coordinating with the web of jurisdictions—such as county 

agencies, departments of the state government, transit authorities and public 

housing authorities—that affect the quality of life and availability of services for 

the citizens in their town. 

 What are some of the personal characteristics of city managers and 

CAOs? Despite modest gains in diversity since 1974, ninety-five percent of 

respondents to ICMA’s State of the Profession Survey in 2009 reported their 

race as Caucasian. Two percent were African American, while Asian 

Americans, Native Americans and other ethnicities comprised one percent each. 

In a separate survey question about Hispanic identity, 13 percent said they were 

Hispanic. Women accounted for 12 percent of city managers and CAOs in 2000 

and 11 percent in 2009, thus gains in gender representation since 1974 (when 

women were about one percent) appear to have leveled off (Killian and 

Choudhury 2010). 

 In current research on city managers’ educational paths, career 

progressions, roles, and personal characteristics, scholars typically survey city 

managers in council-manager municipalities and CAOs in mayor-council cities 

together. We have followed that practice in this section. But is the job of a chief 

administrative officer in a mayor-council city really the same as the job of a city 

manager in a council-manager city? In an attempt to answer this question, 

Ammons (2008) surveyed people who had held both jobs at different points in 

their careers. He found that city managers and city administrators both averaged 

a work week of about 53 hours, and they allocated that time similarly across the 

three broad roles of administration, policy and politics. The attention they 

devoted to the city council was about the same in both jobs—perhaps 

surprisingly because the city manager in a council-manager city reports to the 

council, while city administrators in mayor-council cities typically report to the 

mayor. People who had held both jobs did see differences in the two jobs 

however: they viewed the city manager in a council-manager city as having 

greater authority over staff, more responsibility for the budget, and greater 

overall management responsibility. Most also agreed that the city administrator 

in a mayor-council city worked in a more politicized environment. 

 

 

 The Municipal Bureaucracy 
 

Municipal bureaucracies in the United States employ more than 4 million 

people, ranging from administrators to garbage collectors. Each year, 

members of city departments make numerous decisions, ranging from the 

crucial to the mundane. A police chief’s decision to crack down on speeding 
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motorists may have widespread implications for community residents, while 

an individual police officer’s decision to cite a motorist for a faulty turn 

signal, or a garbage collector’s decision not to empty a trash container that is 

too heavy, may seem to be of little consequence in the larger urban picture. 

Yet, as Bryan Jones (1983) argues, individually unimportant decisions are 

collectively crucial to the urban lifestyle, exactly because of the discretion 

municipal bureaucrats exercise in making day-to-day decisions. 

 A bureaucracy, says Max Weber (1946), is any modern, rational 

form of organization possessing the traits of hierarchy, specialization, and 

impersonality. In the urban setting, bureaucracy's primary purpose is to 

provide services for the city's residents, including police protection, fire 

protection, garbage pickup, street maintenance, animal control, clean drinking 

water and sewage disposal, public transportation, library services, and well-

maintained parks. 

 

 Hierarchy. The first manifestation of Weber's bureaucratic principle 

is the hierarchy through which services are provided. At the top of the 

hierarchy sits the city manager, the mayor, members of the city commission, 

or whoever serves as the city's chief administrative officer(s). He or she 

typically has the authority to appoint department heads who seldom are 

protected by civil service guidelines: Top administrators typically can be fired 

without cause, and they often are fired as a new administration takes office. 

Under the department heads come the people who actually provide the 

services, described so aptly by Michael Lipsky (1980) as street-level 

bureaucrats. They, too, may be differentiated by rank; for example, a city's 

police department has an elaborate chain of command, from the precinct 

captain to the beat cop. But each of these positions is usually governed by 

civil-service law, with recruitment, selection, promotion, and salary based on 

objectively measured job qualifications. Further, once a street-level 

bureaucrat has served for a probationary period, he or she may not be fired 

except for cause. This protection gives substantial power to municipal 

workers, and they are well-represented by the American Federation of State, 

County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) to ensure that their civil 

service rights are not abrogated. 

 
 Specialization. The second manifestation of Weber's principle of 

bureaucracy is specialization—and with it, the division of labor—found 

among municipal employees. As urban service delivery systems have 

expanded to provide more services, and as technological advances have 

provided more effective and efficient provision of services, the generalist has 

given way to the specialist. Take for instance the municipal firefighter. At one 

time, during the days of the bucket brigades and all-volunteer fire 
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departments, literally anyone in the community with the willingness and the 

physical ability to be helpful could be a firefighter. But today, modern 

firefighting equipment is expensive and sophisticated, and strategies for 

fighting fires have also become quite technical. Few untrained people could 

even drive a pumper, let alone figure out how to read the gauges and engage 

the various pumps. Firefighters have become specialists, and in turn, experts 

in their field. Even garbage collection has become specialized, with different 

types of trucks that may be used in different types of situations. 

The expertise that comes with specialization is important in the urban 

political process, for it makes the city council dependent on its administrative 

branch. Given the experience and expertise of the municipal bureaucracy, the 

city council often defers to the judgment of administrators, and it typically 

lends street-level bureaucrats considerable discretion in dealing with the 

dayto-day problems they encounter. [The theory of urban administration.] 

 

 Impersonality. The third manifestation of Weber's bureaucratic 

principle is impersonality, elaborated by Bryan Jones (1983) as the norm of 

neutral competence. This principle holds that a bureaucratic structure should 

not have its own agenda, or, put metaphorically, its own axe to grind; 

rather, it should grind the axe of the legislative body to which it is 

responsible. Thus, by taking politics out of administration, the bureaucracy 

becomes impersonal. In principle, any individual bureaucrat could be 

substituted for any other without changing the level of effectiveness or 

efficiency with which urban services are performed and without shifting the 

government's policy goals. This principle however, does not hold true for 

the modern municipal bureaucracy. 

 Most bureaucrats do have their own axes to grind. At the lower 

levels of the bureaucratic hierarchy, important goals are continuing 

employment, and protecting pay and benefits. At the upper levels of the 

hierarchy, important goals include protecting budgets and authority over 

programmatic decisions. Thus, bureaucrats are program advocates, and the 

continuation and expansion of their programs sometimes becomes as 

important as the effective or efficient provision of public services. This 

concern for turf, coupled with the power vested in the municipal bureaucracy 

(through civil service law and through expertise), has led Lowi (1969b, 87) to 

characterize it as the new urban machine: 

 
They [municipal bureaucrats] are relatively irresponsible structures of power. 

That is, each agency shapes important public policies, yet the leadership of 

each is relatively self-perpetuating and not readily subject to the controls of 

any higher authority. 
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 This, however, seems overly harsh, and a more benign view of the 

municipal bureaucracy is possible. While its motive for self-perpetuation and 

power is no doubt important, this represents a human motive as much as a 

bureaucratic motive. Indeed, our earlier definition of politics includes a 

power component, thus taking the municipal bureaucracy out of the purely 

administrative realm and placing it squarely in the political realm. We will 

defer discussion of the implications of this interconnection until later 

(chapter 16), when service delivery in the city is discussed more explicitly. 

But for now, it is sufficient to consider the municipal bureaucracy as a not-so-

impersonal force of employees with human needs and motives, who are given 

(and as humans, take advantage of) the opportunity to interpret policies and 

make discretionary decisions as they see fit. 

 

 Other Formal Participants 
 

 Clerks. A little understood but important position in America's urban 

system is that of city clerk. Most cities have clerks (by formal responsibility 

if not by name), but their positions are particularly important in small, mayor-

council cities. As noted earlier, nearly one-quarter of these cities elect a 

clerk. The clerk's formal responsibilities entail secretarial service to the city 

council. But in most small cities, the informal responsibilities (and power) of 

the clerk go well beyond those of an office manager (Adrian and Press 1977). 

Particularly in cities without a full-time administrator, the clerk takes on the 

role of policy advisor to the governing body. The clerk typically has 

considerable longevity—in spite of the electoral status of the position in many 

communities, the job responsibilities are seemingly so innocuous that, once 

elected, the clerk tends to be reelected indefinitely—providing him or her with 

a great deal of experience (and expertise) in city affairs. As new council 

members are elected, they often learn the ropes of city government and 

municipal policy from the clerk, who often (either unwittingly or 

intentionally) provides the council member with his or her own interpretation 

of the municipal mission. [The theory of ideology.] Even experienced council 

members may treat the clerk as a trusted confidant, seeking advice on difficult 

policy decisions. But, as Adrian and Press (1977, 204) note: 

 

because the consequences of any action this advice may generate will be 

attributed to others—the council members, the mayor—clerks go on their bland 

way toward retirement, calmly riding above the storms of controversy that 

confront their colleagues. 

 

 Judges. Another position that is important in the American urban 

system is that of judge. This position is sometimes elective, sometimes 
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appointive, but usually the selection process is noncontroversial, for municipal 

and county judges have relatively little judicial power. They are, in large part, 

bound by precedent at the higher levels of the judicial system, and their 

rulings are subject to reversal. On the other hand, they have no power of 

reversal themselves. On occasion, a local judge will come under fire for a 

decision. However, for the most part decisions are not controversial; but 

through these decisions, the judge may gain considerable power in the 

community. 

 Specifically, local judges become the center of what is often a 

fragmented and disorganized network of human service providers in the 

community. They have legal responsibility (and authority) to refer a guilty 

person to the community mental health center for counseling or to the local 

alcohol or drug abuse agency for treatment. They can refer abused spouses to 

a variety of social programs, and they have the power to do the same for 

abused children. They can assign those convicted of misdemeanors to 

perform community service, often through the auspices of social service 

agencies. In short, they have considerable contact with the human service 

sector of the community, and because of their authority, legitimacy, and high 

status, they often become de facto leaders and spokespersons for those 

services. Given the poverty, crime, and need for human services in most 

large and middle-sized cities, this provides judges with considerable power 

in the urban policy arena. 

 
 Board members. The final formal position we will discuss is 

membership on one of the city's many independent boards or commissions. 

Following the Civil War, many cities instituted a variety of independent 

boards and commissions to serve as the governing bodies for specific 

municipal departments. For example, many cities adopted a police commission, 

a library commission, a school board, a hospital board, and so forth. But as it 

became clear that coordination among various municipal agencies and 

departments was necessary to provide comprehensive services in a complex 

environment, the governing function of these boards and commissions 

gradually gave way to an advisory function (and in many cases they were 

disbanded). Today, most cities have a host of advisory boards, many with 

the power to make recommendations to the city council or administration. 

But only the school board, and in some cases the library board and the 

hospital board, generally retain the characteristics of a true governing body. 

Today, most other boards and commissions have little formal power to make 

binding policy decisions. For example, most cities have a planning commission, 

charged with the responsibility for developing the city's long-range plan. In 

principle, this plan has legal status, but it can be (and routinely is) ignored or 

reinterpreted by the city council. In addition, the council's power to appoint 
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members to the planning commission for short terms means that an 

inconvenient plan can rewritten.8  

 Cities m a y  also appoint citizens to a civil service board, a parking 

board, an appeals board, and even a garbage and trash management board. 

In fact, some estimates hold that more than a million citizens participate on 

advisory boards, commissions, and councils in education alone (Davies 1980), 

and Adrian and Press (1977) hypothesize millions of hours spent each year 

by unpaid citizens serving as board members. Yet, the actual power of these 

citizens is doubtful. One evaluation of boards in Pennsylvania (reported by 

Adrian and Press 1977) found that although boards insulate the legislative 

body and the executive from political pressure and provide considerable 

amounts of staff time that would otherwise be very expensive, they are rarely 

able to take decisive action. 

 In short, advisory boards and commissions serve a number of 

useful functions, but not the one(s) which they were originally designed to 

serve. They simply do not have the experience or the expertise to compete with 

that of professional administrators, or even that of city council members. As a 

result, recommendations are often based on cues picked up from administrators 

or council members, or are tied to information that administrators provide for 

them. This difficulty is exacerbated by the charge of most advisory boards: 

They are asked to represent the entire community. And, in fact, many boards 

and commissions take great pride in their representativeness. But almost by 

definition, the more representative the board, the more diverse its beliefs 

about the city, its problems, and its goals will be, and the greater the level of 

conflict and controversy on the board. If board members cannot agree among 

themselves, they feel reluctant to push the administration to adopt their 

recommendations (Bolland and Redfield 1988). 

 But, as noted above, boards and commissions do serve several useful 

functions. They deflect political pressure from elected and appointed 

officials. They provide useful staff work in researching community 

problems. They are able to coordinate community resources, often serving as 

directors of fundraising or volunteer drives. They provide effective links 

between citizens and their government, often serving as useful conduits for 

information. And they provide a mechanism for defusing potential 

controversy in the community. By appointing a vocal opponent to 

governmental policy to an advisory capacity on one of the city's boards or 

commissions, the mayor or council may co-opt the opponent onto the 

government team. 

 But, if advisory boards and commissions are without power in most 

cities, why do millions of citizens continue to participate on them? And 

what are alternative outlets for citizen participation? We consider these 

questions in the next chapter. 



In the City 

 

26 

 

                                                                 

1  Kingsbury's reference is reported in Banfield (1974). 

2  Like the weak-mayor plan, there exist many variations on the strong-mayor 

format; this discussion portrays a "typical" city, even though no existing city 

may have every one of these features. 

3  Table 4.1 relies upon data gathered by ICMA, the International City/County 

Management Association, in its Municipal Form of Government 2011 survey and 

reported by James H. Svara and Jennifer Claire Auer, “Perspectives on Changes in 

City Government Structure,” in The Municipal Year Book 2013 (Washington, 

D.C.:  ICMA, 2013). ICMA sends this survey to all U.S. municipalities with a 

population over 2500 and some even smaller municipalities as well. While the 

survey provides a reasonably good picture of the distribution of formal 

arrangements among U.S. municipalities, Svara and Auer alert us that the response 

rate overall in the 2011 survey was 41 percent, down considerably from the 71% 

response rate achieved for cities above 2500 in the 1991 survey. (ICMA conducts 

this survey every five years.) This may mean that municipalities whose 

administrators are ICMA members or share values of professional administration 

may be over-represented. 

4  For a critical dissent, see Herson (1957). 

5  A l980 comparison of city managers and industrial managers with comparable 

responsibilities showed industrial managers to earn, on average, 29 percent 

higher salaries than city managers (Lubin 1981). By 1998 (second edition of The 

Urban Web), city managers' salaries had increased by 156 percent. Although no 

exact figures were available for how much the salaries of industrial managers 

and chief executive officers have increased since 1980, the salaries of CEOs 

increased by 23 percent just between 1993 and 1995 (compared with a 6.8 

percent increase during these two years for city managers). 

6  For more on the town meeting format, see Zimmerman (1984); a more 

extensive description of the strengths and weaknesses of the town meeting is 

also provided in the first edition of this book (Herson and Bolland 1990). 

7  The mayor's office was once a springboard to higher office, but for today's 

bigcity mayors the office is mostly a dead-end political job. The reason? 

Reputations slide as the mayor finds himself or herself unable to satisfy all the 

demands made upon the office as the city finds itself overmatched and 

overcome by the problems that confront it. Another possible factor may be the 

popular movement against career politicians, reflected in efforts to establish term 

limits on elective offices 

8  For a discussion of the controversy surrounding appointments of school board 

members in some cities, see Rich (1996). 


