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Introduction  

 In the private sector, the bottom line is clear. Make money or the Board of Directors will 

find someone else who can. Private sector leaders have a clear set of goals to strive towards. 

Those that create products and market them in a way that is attractive to enough people will find 

success. When conflict arises and a private sector CEO is relieved of their duties, it is typically 

safe to assume that the CEO did not generate enough money to justify their position. 

At the local government level, the bottom line is much more ambiguous. City managers 

are required to maneuver from one pressing issue to the next among staff to satisfy elected 

officials who likely have different opinions of what those pressing issues are and the role the city 

manager should play in addressing them. When a city manager is relieved of their duties, it may 

not mean that they were doing a bad job; it just means that they were not doing those things that 

elected officials expected of them. The fact that the average city manager tenure is 7.3 years 

(ICMA, 2012), demonstrates that navigating these issues can be quite treacherous.  

David Limardi and Robert Kiely, city managers in their respective Chicagoland 

communities for more than twenty-five years, have watched young city managers come in to the 

profession and struggle with this dilemma. In their opinion this focus on tenure is not a realistic 

measure of how good a person it is at being a city manager but rather a measure of that 

individual’s ability to adapt to their situation. It comes down to the manager’s ability to identify 

the most important issues and adapt a leadership approach that influences staff to reconcile them.  

These two managers want to provide a framework to help young professionals understand 

their role as a city manager and adapt their leadership style to fit that role. With their support and 

the support of the Illinois Municipal League, and the Illinois and Wisconsin City/County 

Managers Associations, a survey that is grounded in leadership theory has been developed and 
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distributed to elected officials and managers across both states to assess the city manager’s role 

and approach to leadership necessary to satisfy that role. This paper summarizes the results of 

that research and presents it in a practical way for current and aspiring managers. 

The next section will further develop the research question through a case study of 

managers with different leadership approaches. It will move into a review of the literature on the 

role of the local government manager, common approaches to public sector leadership, and 

finally existing research on defining success in local government management. Following this 

conceptual preview will be the survey methodology and data. The paper concludes with a 

discussion of how the data can be used to help city managers in their development as a leader. 

Management Scenario 

In the heart of the Great Recession, two city managers are hired in Communities X and 

Y. Amidst the economic crisis, both of these communities are experiencing heated election 

cycles and high levels of conflict and discontent among elected officials, leaving both managers 

in an ambiguous situation. The elected officials in both communities have their own ideas of 

weathering the storm. Some are making the case that the best way to balance the budget is to 

start cutting positions and services arguing that the management team convene and enforce strict 

rules and procedures. Others are requesting that positions and service levels stay the same and 

instead all avenues of becoming more efficient be explored. At the same time, staff across 

departments is concerned about job security. There is a need in both communities for the city 

manager to lead the communities through difficult times and effectively deliver services while 

balancing the budget. 

In Community X, the new manager does little to quell job security concerns of staff. For 

the first two years, the manager worked with the finance director to identify the budget deficit 
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and then went to the organizational chart to find areas where staff and services could be cut. The 

staff half-heartedly joked that each day at work was like an episode of the TV show, “Survivor”; 

any day at work could quite easily be a person’s last. 

After two years of laying off staff and increasing efficiency while maintaining core 

services, revenue shortcomings forced the manager to make up another deficit. The manager 

knew the transportation and engineering divisions were both led by individuals with large 

salaries and that consolidating them would create savings in Public Works. Having sat in on joint 

staff meetings, the manager recognized that the Transportation Director leads the meetings, the 

Engineering staff was highly competent, there were leadership layers beneath the Engineering 

Director, and it is not clear how much of the Engineering Department’s success is attributable to 

the director. Ultimately, the manager relieves the Engineering Director of his duties. The director 

was a long-time friend of the Mayor and several elected officials. This decision prompts the 

board to reconsider the manager’s employment despite a balanced budget over her first two year 

of service and ultimately they relieve her of her duties. 

In Community X, cost savings were actually quite high. The manager seemed to believe 

that the most important task was to cut costs to balance the budget. Although she seemed to be a 

very intelligent and competent city manager in that her decisions were rational in a conventional 

management context, they did not make sense politically. Her approach was more of an effort to 

“manage” the budget crunch rather than to “lead” the local government organization through 

difficult times. 

In Community Y, the manager was determined to find ways to cut costs without laying 

off staff. The manager invested time convening individual elected officials. From this he 

gathered that a vast majority of elected officials simply wanted to make sure that key services 
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were not interrupted. Some had services that they felt more passionate about than others. 

However, the manager realized that something must change in the way services were being 

delivered in order to close the budget deficits.  

The manager held weekly meetings with his management team to discuss this topic. 

Several planning meetings later, each department had identified a list of ways that they would 

pursue cost savings. The Public Works department began working with a neighboring 

municipality on a shared services agreement for fuel. The Community Development department 

reorganized and pursued federal grant opportunities to address some of the revenue shortfalls in 

the street budget. Unfortunately, field staff were laid off in Information Technology and Human 

Resources as some of these services were contracted out.  

The cost savings were smaller in Community Y, but service delivery was comparable, 

and morale was substantially higher as staff and elected officials felt like they were part of this 

vision to efficiently deliver services. Department heads felt empowered to make decisions and 

search for cost-savings rather than arbitrarily lay off staff. Although field staff realized their 

positions were in jeopardy, there were high degrees of trust since decisions were made in the 

open rather than behind closed doors. The financial effects of the recession were felt longer for 

Community Y than Community X, but the manager survived the difficult economic times. 

Research Questions 

From this case study we are able to clarify the research question and supporting themes, 

which we be explored in the lit review and subsequent empirical analysis. The first question is, 

“how do managers and elected officials perceive the role of the professional local government 

manager?”  In Community Y, the manager began by identifying the goals from the contentious 

political environment. He was able to see through the heated election cycles and get to the core 
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issues. At face value, it seemed like the goal was to cut costs. However, he found that elected 

officials were interested in preserving and improving service delivery, while being financially 

responsible. He realized that elected officials were willing to change the means in which services 

were being delivered to make an impact on the bottom line. The manager in Community X got 

caught in up the minutia and focused on balancing the budget. Rather than change the way the 

government was operating to be flexible in the face of economic distress, she was committed to 

making sure the dollars added up at the end of the day.  

The second research question is, “what is the best approach to leadership a city manager 

should take to fill the aforementioned role?” The city manager in Community Y adopted a 

leadership approach that seemed to fit the role that was expected of him. While the manager in 

Community X managed her way through difficult economic times, the manager in Community Y 

led the community. Community X created a hierarchy that made decisions unilaterally and 

behind closed doors. Her goal was to maintain the organization and do what was right, while 

focusing on finance and budgeting, since that is what the elected officials were yelling about the 

loudest. Community Y, although in a difficult position financially, had a vision that staff and 

elected officials bought in to. As long as staff took efforts to cut costs, there was likely a role for 

them to continue despite challenging economic times. In this scenario the manager acted as a 

leader, helping the community change and adapt.  

As alluded to in the introduction, it is more challenging to define success in local 

government management than in the private sector. With a different set of elected officials in 

these communities, the manager in Community X may still be employed and the manager in 

Community Y could be looking for new employment. There are a number of reasons why people 

are pushed or pulled out of a specific role. By the same token, there is a certain degree of luck, 
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which goes in to whether or not a city manager is able to sustain a career in a given community. 

Hence, longevity in itself may not be the best indicator of managerial and leadership success in 

local government.  

Literature Review  

 The time is now to address public sector leadership with some level of urgency. The Great 

Recession called on public leaders to serve as change agents, doing more with less to adapt their 

organization to its environment in order for it to survive. At the same time, with public sector 

managers on the leading edge of the baby boom nearing 60, the city management profession is 

on the verge of a major leadership shift. Lancaster (2005) found that in 1971, 26% of managers 

were under the age of 30 compared with less than 5% today. Ensuring that the new generation of 

city managers understands the need to be adaptive is more important than ever.  

 Northouse (2013, 3) considers leadership, “a process whereby an individual influences a 

group of individuals to achieve a common goal”. Leadership is an evolving process that requires 

an individual to adapt based on their situation. In public sector leadership the process happens in 

the context of a politically motivated environment that can contain a number of obstacles that a 

manager must navigate. The local government leadership process is intended to influence both 

internal and external stakeholders. Ultimately, the purpose is to achieve a common goal. City 

managers have to be able to read their social environment in order to identify goals that are not 

always clear.   

 This literature review will focus on Northouse’s definition of leadership. First, it focuses 

on the “achieve a common goal” component as it explores existing research on the role of the 

professional local government manager. Second, it considers the “process to influence a group of 

individuals component” as it focuses on the management and leadership distinction as well as 
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key leadership theories that serve as the basis for measuring city manager leader behavior, traits, 

and styles. Finally, it reviews how measures such as tenure present challenges when measuring 

success in public sector leadership. Each of these sections will be integral to developing the 

framework for a survey to assess how managers and elected officials perceive the role of the city 

manager and the key leadership approaches that a city manager should consider. 

How do managers and elected officials perceive the role of the local government manager? 

 The first research question asks about the role of the professional local government 

manager.  It is important to note that opinions on this role likely differ between managers and 

elected officials and from community to community.  Wilson (1887) was the first to assert the 

relationship between elected officials and administrators with the Politics-Administration 

Dichotomy which argued that the role of the two groups are inherently different and should be 

approached as such.  He argued that the duties of both parties should not be carried out in a way 

that manipulates or influences the other. 

 According to Nalbandian (1989, 261) “revenue shortfalls, special interest politics, 

intergovernmental relations, mass media coverage, and demographic shifts have altered 

the…role expectations of local government professionals”. His research found that city managers 

were increasingly assuming roles in the policy and mission setting, while also working in 

administration and management.  This suggests that Wilson’s dichotomy model may have 

professionalized the public administration field, but in practice, the roles were becoming blurred. 

 Svara (1990; 1999; 2001) was the first scholar to bring clarity to these observations and 

spearhead the discussion on the overlapping roles of elected and appointed officials.  His theory 

of duality/dichotomy argues that both elected and appointed officials share responsibilities for 

mission, policy, administration, and management, but differentially.  Elected officials, 
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traditionally involved in mission setting, have become increasingly involved in administration. 

They may spend time at the local government organization working on various items that they 

feel their skillset can contribute to such as economic development or finance.  The appointed 

manager traditionally involved in administration and management is increasingly becoming 

involved in policy formulation and mission setting. They may lead strategic planning efforts to 

help bring the elected officials together to identify common ground.  He found that these roles of 

the elected official and city manager are constantly shifting and varies from community to 

community. 

 When assessing these shared roles, Svara (1999) found that compared to council members, 

administrators wanted less council involvement on each of thirteen administrative activities. 

Managers desired to have exclusive control over the budget process, program evaluation, 

resolution of citizen complaints, and the design of management practices.  Managers were more 

open to involving elected officials in activities like determining purpose and services of the city 

government, setting long term priorities, and identifying the current issues that require attention.  

Svara (2001) would eventually add to this with his complementarity model, which made the case 

that appointed and elected officials complement each other’s work to make a more effective 

system.  

Selden (1999, 141) classified city managers into four categories based on their 

involvement in the policy process. The first category of managers played a significant role 

advising and making policy recommendations to the council. The second category presented 

elected officials with a set of options for policy implementation. A third category identified 

community needs and initiated policy proposals to address them. The fourth category met with 

individual elected officials and attempted to clarify their perspectives and policy preferences. He 
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found that 70% of managers felt as though they had a high degree of autonomy and were highly 

involved in policy implementation. While collaboration between these parties can be beneficiary, 

when conflict is high, both realms become vulnerable to undue influence from the other.  Since 

elected officials have hiring authority over the city manager, their ability to influence the 

administration and management realms could have negative consequences.   

When goals are not clear from the political environment, Pandey and Wright (2006) 

found a high degree of ambiguity in the role of the manager. Stazyk and Goerdel (2010) found 

organizations to be less effective as a result of goal and role ambiguity, usually brought about 

from a difficult political environment. The literature shows that a highly contentious political 

environment can leave the manager unsure of the policy and management objectives that are 

expected of him or her. These managers tend to lack not only direction but also confidence. One 

condition in which this is especially true is in communities with a strong mayor form of 

government (Morgan and Watson, 1992, 443). 

Conflict has been identified as a major contributor to city manager turnover and one way 

to avoid that is to define success and set shared goals between administration and elected 

officials (Pammer, 1999). The manager’s role in this process can include implementing a group 

process to agree on goals and a forum for policy collaboration towards those goals. Designing 

communication channels that manage this conflict to make it productive and that identify the 

most important policy objectives is especially critical (Morgan and Watson, 1992). 

The literature shows that as the political environment and goals become increasingly 

ambiguous, there is a need for an overall role definition for the city manager. Although the role 

of the manager will vary by elected board and community, identifying those goals and 

objectives, that are commonly expected and assumed by the manager position would be a useful 
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framework for guiding a local government manager in an otherwise ambiguous environment.   

What is the best approach to leadership a city manager should take to fill this role? 

 Leadership theory derives from a rich history of approaches and schools of thought. 

According to Northouse (2013, 1), “some researchers conceptualize leadership as a trait or as a 

behavior, whereas others view leadership from an information processing perspective or 

relational standpoint”. Bass (1990) consolidates approaches to leadership into six categories 

including group processes, personalities, acts and behaviors, power relationships, 

transformational processes, and skills perspectives. If this classification structure reveals 

anything about leadership, it is that there is no single way to lead in every situation, but rather, 

differential strategies for leaders to utilize depending on given circumstances. 

 Considering this research has foundations in a number of leadership theories, this literature 

review will draw from and highlight those that seem most applicable.  This section will discuss 

the salience of two leadership dichotomies; managing and leading and task completion and 

interpersonal relationships. 

Leadership vs. Management 

 Most literature on the topic of public sector leadership begins by making the distinction 

between leadership and management.  The literature in the previous section on the role of the 

public manager suggests that this distinction is important to make here as well.  Kotter (1990) 

provided clarity to this distinction arguing that the primary management function is to provide 

consistency.  The bureaucracy as conceived by Weber (1922) calls on people to serve as 

managers, bringing strict order and authority to a process to ensure order and stability.  Managers 

maintain the organization, focusing primarily on setting agendas and timelines for tasks and 

allocating resources to make sure they are accomplished (Northouse, 2013).  They give order and 
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direction to the process and establish rules and procedures.   

 On the other hand, leaders establish direction through the development of goals and 

strategies that have alignment with the big picture and a long-term vision of the organization.  

While managers depersonalize relationships, leaders emphasize them by motivating, inspiring, 

and empowering those around them to create change and adaptation.  They challenge the status 

quo and create avenues for flexible thinking.  Rost (1991) distinguishes the two, arguing that 

leadership is a process of influencing others through mutual purposes, while management 

influences other with strict direction and systems to get a job done.  To link back to Northouse’s 

earlier definition of leadership, leaders and managers influence followers and subordinates with 

different processes that lead to very different outcomes.   

 Despite the difference, Kotter (1990) contends that both managers and leaders are 

important to an organization.  If an organization focuses solely on management instead of 

leadership, they may not be adaptive to challenges and threats in the external environment.  In 

the midst of a tough economy, an organization would not be able to respond accordingly to 

survive.  The organization may also struggle to recruit top talent that prefers to be innovative and 

create new efficiencies.  Likewise, an organization focused on leadership could get too caught up 

in change and adaptation that services are delivered in a way that is inconsistent and 

unsustainable.   

 To summarize this dichotomy between leadership and management, some elected officials 

may prefer a leader who promotes change and innovation among staff.  Therefore they may 

prefer their manager to serve as a leader.  Others may prefer a manager that makes sure services 

are delivered, rules and policies are in place, and structure is given to allow department heads to 

execute on key tasks.   
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Tasks vs. Relationships 

 The skills approach to leadership is useful to set the scene for research on public sector 

leaders.  This approach is based on “the capabilities, knowledge, and skills that make effective 

leadership possible” (Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding, 2000). This model of leadership has three key 

components that are influenced by career experiences and influences from the internal and 

external environment. The argument is that “individual attributes” like motivation, personality, 

and cognitive ability help a person develop a set of “competencies” that are exerted for 

“leadership outcomes”. These competencies include problem solving skills, social judgment 

skills, and knowledge.   

 While the skills approach to leadership helps a leader develop useful approaches and 

competencies, it falls short in the fact that it does not provide adaptability.  The earlier literature 

showed that the role of the local government manager is often ambiguous.  This suggests that 

there are occasions where some skills should be utilized more than others.  This approach is also 

difficult to measure.  It can be difficult to assess and determine the most relevant problem 

solving skills, social judgment skills, and knowledge required to do a given job.  

 More complex theories of leadership assess how leaders adapt to specific situations (Blake 

and Mouton, 1964; Hersey and Blanchard, 1988; Fiedler, 1967). One set of actions requires the 

technical completion of tasks. These actions focus on providing the tools, policies, process, and 

structure necessary to accomplish something. These relate most closely to management practices 

as they provide structure and consistency.  The other set of actions are relationship based. These 

include working through the interpersonal environment to enable subordinates and influence 

them to accomplish the goal. They are more leadership based in that they require someone to 

adapt to the interpersonal and social environment to influence change. 
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Style Approach to Leadership 

 Blake and Mouton (1964) are credited with being one of the first sets of authors to explain 

the dichotomy of tasks and relationships, with their style approach to leadership.  This approach 

considered “concern for production” (tasks) and “concern for people” (relationships).  They 

developed a managerial grid that described leaders based on how much they were concerned 

with these two sets of behaviors measuring both on a scale of 1 to 9.  Concern for production 

included those management components like workload, volume, program development, and 

service delivery.  Concern for people focused on building working relationships, trust, and 

commitment among staff.   

 One criticism of their approach is that it implies that the best leaders maximize both 

behaviors.  In practice, at least in local government, it can be difficult and not necessary to 

maximize both depending on the elected officials and the role that a manager is expected to play.  

The elected board like the ones identified in the case study earlier could prefer a manager that is 

adaptive and creative, challenging processes to make sure they work correctly.  If a manager tries 

to emphasize both behaviors when it is not necessary they may find themselves unemployed. 

Situational Approach to Leadership 

 Others authors address this shortcoming of the Blake and Mouton style approach and argue 

that a leader should diagnose a situation to determine whether technical or interpersonal actions 

are required to solve a problem (Hersey and Blanchard, 1988). The broader purpose is that a 

leader be adaptive to their surroundings, consider their environment and practice a leadership 

behavior that fits that situation.  Hersey and Blanchard’s situational approach to leadership was 

the first to consider this question of how to adapt to a given situation and set of subordinates.  

There are four key approaches to this theory. The first is “delegating” which simply means the 
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leader should not practice either set of actions and hand off the task to someone who can see the 

project to completion without encouragement or added structure. This approach can be used with 

subordinates who are well developed, experienced, and capable. A city manager may have 

worked alongside their public works director for fifteen years. Throughout the years, the public 

works director has established a track record of success, responding to flooding, snowstorms, and 

multimillion-dollar street projects.  If there is a threat of snowstorms in the imminent future, the 

manager is likely willing to delegate response efforts to the public works director since they have 

a high degree of trust in their ability to respond efficiently and effectively.  

 The second and third styles are “supporting” and “coaching” respectively. These are for 

intermediate subordinates who are generally well suited to see a project to completion but are in 

need of two-way communications and emotional support and encouragement. “Coaching” 

require both the emotional support and structure. The last category, “directing” is for the newest 

and least developed employees and requires an emphasis on technical management actions.  

 For instance, a newly hired analyst may start their job with confidence and enthusiasm.  

However, early in their tenure, they will be required to learn how to see tasks to completion.  

They may not know who to go to in order to get certain questions answered.  They may be tasked 

with taking items to the Village Board for consideration but do not know the process for doing 

so.  This is why it is important that their supervisors provide them with clear directions so that 

they can begin to adjust to the system.  

 The focus of this approach is recognizing skill-sets of subordinates and prescribing a set of 

actions based on their development level. In practice, some leaders may be better at exerting 

either the supportive or directive behaviors. This is because the leader themselves may prefer 

structure. On the other hand, some leaders may be able to operate in ambiguity and recklessly 
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expect subordinates to be capable of the same. This leader may be capable of leading with high 

levels of support. However, in instances where structure is necessary, this leader may struggle, 

preferring to use encouragement and ambiguity when the development level of the subordinate 

requires direction.  This identifies one of the key weaknesses with this theory in that some 

managers may be more suited to do one of the four approaches than another.   

Contingency Approach to Leadership 

 Assuming that not all leaders are going to be strong at both technical and interpersonal 

actions, contingency theory states that some leaders are going to be more effective in some 

situations than others (Fiedler, 1967). Contingency theory considers leadership styles and 

situations where certain styles will work.  It starts by measuring whether a leader is primarily 

relationship or task motivated. The situation is then assessed on the strength of existing 

relationships, the existence of structure, and the amount of positional power that a leader has. 

The result of this diagnosis determines whether a given leader is fit for a certain situation. When 

existing relationships are poor and structure is high, a leader who is relationship motivated is 

generally best suited to lead. A situation where existing relationships are good and structure is 

low calls on a leader who is task motivated to balance the situation and see the project to 

completion. 

Morrison (2013) finds that it is easier to align on technical or task oriented challenges, 

but conflict and ambiguity exists for those challenges that are more adaptive in nature. These 

challenges are emotional as opposed to intellectual, divergent as opposed to convergent, and 

typically lead to tension instead of resolution. In city management, councils and managers will 

typically agree that provision of basic services and a high functioning infrastructure are 

important. However, when you begin to ask questions of civic engagement and citizen 
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satisfaction, you introduce adaptive problems to the leadership process where goals can be 

ambiguous and difficult to align.  

Transformational Leadership 

 An additional approach to leadership that moves away from the question of what skills a 

leader has and how they act in a given situation is transformational leadership. This approach to 

leadership is one that focuses on the ability of a leader to inspire their constituents to follow their 

lead. This involves modeling the way, inspiring a shared vision, challenging the process, 

enabling others to act, and encouraging the heart (Kouzes and Posner, 2012).  Practitioners of 

this theory emphasize that it is crucial that leaders have credibility. A credible leader can serve as 

a role model to the rest of the team and allow public sector innovations to occur (Nelson, Wood, 

and Gabris, 2010). When subordinates believe in a leader and identify with them they are willing 

to go to great lengths to be a part of a larger vision (Kaufman, 1960). Within the context of 

public leadership, public managers that are able to overcome internal and external opposition are 

most able to implement innovation and change in their organizations (Borins, 2000).  

 Finally, one key component of transformational leadership in the public sector is the ability 

to drive public service motivation. Paarlberg and Lavigna (2010) found that those leaders that 

were able to exert transformational management practices could tap into the inner desires of 

public sector staff to make a difference. Gabris and Davis (2008, 143) describe this public 

service motivation as the ability to remove obstacles, design jobs, set goals, and empower 

employees.  

 While transformational leadership has been proven to be a useful approach to leadership in 

all sectors, there may be a time and place for a leader to practice it.  In some situations, 

transformational leadership may conflict with a board interested in maintaining the status quo.  
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At the same time, a manager could be in a situation that calls for multiple leadership behaviors.  

A long-tenured Human Resources Director could retire and prompt a redefinition of the way 

human resource management is done at the organization.  The local government may benefit 

from new hiring procedures, secession planning, and performance appraisals.  The best way to 

implement these reforms would be transformational leadership within the HR department to 

enable the new director and staff to create change.  At the same time, the police department may 

have a strict protocol that seems to be handling law enforcement effectively.  It may make sense 

for the manager to delegate police responsibilities to the police chief. The most important 

takeaway from this discussion on leadership is that perhaps more than other sectors, public sector 

managers have to practice a leadership style that matches their situation. 

Is there a means of measuring whether a manager is doing a good job of satisfying their role? 

 While the last two sections have focused on the perceived role of the local government 

manager and the various leadership approaches that match those roles, the next section will 

discuss how difficult it is to measure whether a manager is doing a good job.  Unlike the private 

sector where success is driven by the bottom line, success in the public sector is more difficult to 

define, measure, and align. Gold (1982) did not attempt to differentiate success between the two 

sectors, instead identifying key qualitative components common to both. These included well-

established organizational objectives, people-oriented management, and an emphasis on 

innovation. Both sectors considered communication in their organization as weak even though 

they agreed it was one of the most important objectives.  

 Hanbury, Sapat, and Washington (2004, 566) claimed to be one of the first sets of authors 

to attempt to tie leadership styles, personality dimensions, and other components to tenure. They 

found that although “goal-oriented, high-achieving, action-oriented, value-oriented, vision-
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driven chief executive may be described as the preferred “transformational” leader in the 

literature, it is the introverted personality type- the inwardly driven, perceptive leader or city 

manager who is adaptable to change and chaos and who does not receive high effectiveness 

ratings- who experiences the longest tenure”. One member of their study made the astute 

observation that most managers lose their jobs because of personality differences, not because 

they are technically incompetent. 

 A number of other authors have attempted to explain tenure using any number of variables. 

Most of this research focuses on push and pull induced factors of turnover. Push factors are 

involuntary and force a manager out of a position. These include conflict, the inability to manage 

fiscal affairs, and association with the economic failures of a community. Several authors argue 

that conflict is the strongest of these push factors, often leading to psychological burnout and 

both involuntary and voluntary turnover by managers (Whitaker & DeHoog, 1991; Kaatz, 

French, & Prentiss-Cooper, 1999; Feiock, 2001). Others have found that the alternative also 

holds true. Jurisdictions with stable political environments, regardless of form of government, 

are less likely to experience turnover than those with contentious political environments. These 

communities typically have lower turnover on their elected board, allowing city managers to get 

a strong read on the policy objectives of long-serving elected officials. Similarly, poor economic 

conditions of the community have a correlation with high turnover, but the fiscal condition of the 

government has no relationship (McCabe, 2008). Increased formal authority for the city manager 

has no relationship with tenure (Renner, 1994, 109).  Budgetary competence and city 

government experience leads to longer terms in office (Mani, 2014). This implies it is 

increasingly important for managers to be able to perceive the political and social environment 

so they can prepare for voluntary turnover.  
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 Graduate training in public management and the holding of an MPA can be positively 

related to voluntary turnover. In fact, compared to a city manager with a graduate degree, one 

without a degree is 4.76 times more likely to remain in the job for 5 or more years (Feiock, 1998; 

Mani, 2014). Seeking out pull opportunities that facilitate opportunities for professional, 

financial, or personal advancement is a seemingly obvious alternative to termination (Tekniepe 

and Stream, 2012).  

 Another interesting theory that argues against measuring success with tenure comes from 

Kaufman (1991) who argues that it is randomness and not rationality that determines whether an 

organization survives.  He suggests that the situation has much more to do with whether a 

manager looks good than the skill of a manager creating individual success.  He states, “The 

logic of the argument thus far leads me to the conclusion that the survival of some organizations 

for great lengths of time is largely a matter of luck. It seems to me such longevity comes about 

through the workings of chance" (67).  This would suggest that in local government it comes 

down to who is elected to a political board and how good the manager looks to them as the 

determinant of longevity. Even the best managers may not survive if enough irrational members 

are elected to a political board. 

 Ammons and Bosse (2005) argue that tenure figures are not that different for public 

managers than they are for private sector executives despite conventional wisdom. He found that 

the odds of working in a local government chief post for more than twenty years is 1 in 20, 

which is similar to the private sector. He advocates measuring tenure by using a “completed 

tenure” measure as opposed to a “tenure-so-far measure”. Completed tenure measures tenure 

based on managers that have finished their time in a given position. He argues this is a better 

measure of tenure than the “tenure-so-far measure” typically used by ICMA. The latter is a 
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snapshot and does not consider the potential of an individual holding that position for many 

years. Take for instance, a city manager that was pulled to a community a year ago after eight 

years of service in another community. A “tenure-so-far” measure would associate this 

individual with tenure of one year, whereas a “completed tenure” measure would associate the 

individual with eight years of tenure. The manager is clearly capable of serving several years in 

the same community, and considering them in the “one-year tenure” category skews the data. 

 This section demonstrates that for various reasons tenure is not a good way to determine 

whether a manager is doing a good job.  Rational approaches to city management at times collide 

with political motivations and rationality, where what makes sense in a conventional 

management context may not make sense politically. Hence, city managers are often at risk of 

losing their jobs for doing the right thing from a purely objective management rational 

perspective. When city managers lose their jobs in this way, there is no stigma indicating that a 

failure in leadership and management competencies was at fault, but that they were the victim of 

political gamesmanship. If a manager is fired for upholding conflict of interest principles in 

awarding local contracts, and is fired because he refuses to give a contract to the mayor’s buddy, 

he did the right thing. If the city manager gave in just to save his or her job, they would be 

considered ethically compromised. Therefore turnover in city managers may not be a function of 

poor management, but perhaps of good management that is disdained by politically motivated 

elected officials.  

Literature Review Summary 

 Table 1 summarizes the three broad themes that were discussed throughout this literature 

review and identifies those components that will be most useful to the development of a survey 

to assess how managers and elected officials perceive the manager role and what leadership 
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approach will be most conducive to satisfying that role.  

Table 1:  Literature Review Summary 

Research Question Highlights 

How do managers and 

elected officials perceive 

the role of the local 

government manager? 

 

 The duality/dichotomy model argues that increasingly managers 

and elected officials are assuming roles of the other party. 

Managers typically assumed duties in administration and 

management while elected officials focused on policy and mission 

setting. (Svara, 1990; 1999) 

 The complementarity model argues that shared roles between 

managers and elected officials make processes more effective. 

(Svara, 2001) 

 These shared roles vary by community and create a number of 

challenges including goal ambiguity in the organization, role 

ambiguity for the city manager, and conflict among parties. 

(Selden, 1999; Morgan and Watson, 1992; Pandey and Wright, 

2006; Pammer, 1999) 

What is the best 

approach to leadership a 

city manager should take 

to fill this role? 

 There is a distinction between managers and leaders in that 

managers maintain order, structure and sustainability, while 

leaders find avenues for innovation, change, and adaptation. (Rost, 

1991; Kotter, 1990) 

 There is a distinction between task-oriented actions and 

interpersonal actions.  Task actions are more management in nature 

and interpersonal actions are leadership in nature. (Blake and 

Mouton, 1964; Hersey and Blanchard, 1988; Fiedler, 1967) 

 One of the most recent theories of leadership is transformational 

leadership.  This runs counter to task oriented, management 

literature and instead emphasizes inspiring others and promoting 

innovation through a shared vision.  (Kouzes and Posner, 2012) 

Is there a means of 

measuring whether a 

manager is doing a good 

job of satisfying their 

role? 

 Many authors try to use measures like tenure and conflict to assess 

whether a manager is “doing a good job” in a given position. 

(Hanbury, Sapat, and Washington, 2004) 

 The push and pull factors of tenure make it a bad measure of how 

good a manager is at their job.  If pushed out of a job, it may just 

mean they did not adapt to that community but could find success 

in another.  If pulled out of a job, it could mean there was an 

opportunity for career advancement somewhere else.  (Whitaker & 

DeHoog, 1991; Kaatz, French, & Prentiss-Cooper, 1999; Feiock, 

2001) 

 Longevity in local government may have more to do with luck 

than how skilled a manager is at creating individual success. 

(Kaufman, 1985) 

 The “tenure-so-far” measure is a better way of measuring success, 

but it too does not consider push and pull factors (Ammons and 

Bosse, 2005) 
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Methodology 

Based on findings from the literature review, a survey has been designed and distributed 

to local government managers and elected officials in Illinois and Wisconsin. From the literature 

review we found two broad roles of the local government manager, and two broad approaches to 

leadership.  Table 2 shows four role/leadership quadrants that a local government manager could 

operate in.   

Table 2:  Success Criteria in Professional Local Government 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Approach 

Leadership  

 

Quadrant 1 

 Innovative organizational culture 

 Ethical organizational culture 

 Low employee turnover 

 Professional development 

 Productive interpersonal 

relations 

Quadrant II 

 Positive media relations 

 Citizen satisfaction 

 Positive community reputation 

 Effective intergovernmental 

Relations 

 Culturally vibrant environment 

 

Management Quadrant IV 

 Open internal communications 

 Financial stability 

 Execution by management team 

 Adherence to policies and 

procedures 

 Effective planning, 

programming, and structure 

 

Quadrant III 

 Open communications and a 

process for civic engagement 

 High functioning infrastructure 

 Culture for high quality customer 

service 

 Safe and healthy environment 

 Reliable service delivery 

 

 Internal to the local government External to the Local Government 

Role 

 

A manager operating in quadrant I will be focusing on those things that are inside the 

local government organization and are conducive to an interpersonal approach to leadership like 

transformational leadership.  These things may include professional development, creating new 

efficiencies, and emphasizing cross-departmental collaboration.  A manager operating in 

quadrant II and III will be doing those things external to management and administration and 

could involve developing a community identity, civic engagement, and citizen satisfaction.  
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Quadrant II again emphasizes transformational leadership approaches while quadrant III is more 

task-oriented. Finally, quadrant IV is representative of a manager creating structure and 

maintaining the status quo inside the local government unit.  These could include balancing the 

budget, creating structure and rules, and adhering to policies and procedures.  To tfurther clarify 

this point, Table 2 identifies twenty “success criteria” that a manager operating in a particular 

quadrant may be tasked with performing.   

Considering Table 2, the survey was designed to ask survey takers to (a) rank the four 

quadrants from 1 to 4 on how much the local government manager should fill that role, (b) rank 

the individual success criteria in quadrants I and IV on a scale of 1 to 10 on how important they 

were, (c) rank the success criteria in quadrants II and III on a scale of 1 to 10 on how important 

they were, and (d and e) rank the same two sets of items on a scale of 1 to 10 based on how much 

of a role the manager should play in influencing them.  

Having discussed the survey design and questions, it is important to identify the 

dependent, independent, and control variables in this research.  The survey controlled for 

education, age, gender, community size, and job experience to determine if any of those 

variables yielded trends in the perceived role of the local government manager.  Table 3 shows 

the full list of variables. 

Table 3:  Independent and Dependent Variables 

Independent Variables Dependent Variables 

Manager or Elected Official Perceived role of the local government manager 

Control Variables Most favorable approach to leadership 

Gender, Age, Education, Community Size, 

Tenure 

 

The survey was distributed electronically via Survey Monkey to local government 

managers that were members of the Illinois City/County Management Association (ILCMA).  
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The Executive Director of ILCMA saw value in the survey and requested that the survey include 

managers that were members of the Wisconsin City/County Management Association (WCMA).  

Thus, chief administrative officials that were members of either organization were included as 

the target managers. A database of email addresses for elected officials in these manager’s 

communities was compiled and targeted as well.  Because the research tested how perceived role 

and individual criteria may differ between elected officials and managers, this distinction was a 

key independent variable.  Considering the difficulty in getting elected officials to respond to 

surveys, this audience was expanded to include entire elected boards to ensure enough responses 

were received.  The Illinois Municipal League did an article on the survey in their monthly 

newsletter to encourage participation from managers and elected officials.  Tables 4 and 5 

summarize the demographics for elected officials and managers respectively. 

Table 4:  Elected Official Survey Demographics 

Population 2490  

Completed Responses 227 (10% response rate) 

Gender Men (70%) Women (30%) 

Age 21-29 (2%) 30-39 (8%) 40-49 (14%) 50-59 (34%) 60+ (41%) 

Education High School (6%) 

Some college (17%) 

Associates degree (6%) 

Bachelors’ degree (23%) 

Some graduate school (9%) 

Graduate degree in other professional field (35%) 

Graduate degree in public administration (3%) 

Community Size Less than 5,000 (10%) 

5,001 to 10,000 (19%) 

10,001 to 25,000 (30%) 

25,001 to 50,000 (17%) 

50,001 to 100,000 (9%) 

More than 100,000 (16%) 

Tenure Less than 1 year (6%) 

1 to 3 years (36%) 

3 to 5 years (15%) 

5 to 10 years (22%) 

10 to 15 years (10%) 

15 to 20 years (7%) 

More than 20 years (4%) 
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Table 5:  Manager Survey Demographics 

Population 491  

Completed Responses 190 (38% response rate) 

Gender Men (77%) Women (23%) 

Age 21-29 (2%) 30-39 (18%) 40-49 (26%) 50-59 (37%) 60+ (17%) 

Education Some college (3%) 

Associates degree (1%) 

Bachelors’ degree (9%) 

Some graduate school (7%) 

Graduate degree in other professional field (15%) 

Graduate degree in public administration (64%) 

Community Size Less than 5,000 (18%) 

5,001 to 10,000 (21%) 

10,001 to 25,000 (30%) 

25,001 to 50,000 (17%) 

50,001 to 100,000 (9%) 

More than 100,000 (3%) 

Tenure Less than 1 year (8%) 

1 to 3 years (21%) 

3 to 5 years (16%) 

5 to 10 years (28%) 

10 to 15 years (11%) 

15 to 20 years (6%) 

More than 20 years (10%) 

Number of manager 

positions  

Only current position (29%) 

1 to 3 positions (40%) 

4 or more (32%) 

Average previous 

tenure (more than 

current position) 

Less than 1 year (2%) 

1 to 3 years (15%) 

3 to 5 years (31%) 

5 to 10 years (40%) 

More than 10 years (13%) 

Left manager job 

involuntarily 

No (76%) 

Yes (24%) 

 

 Given these variables and with the literature review in mind, the following are offered as 

hypotheses to the analysis that follows.  Because managers are required to relate to politically 

driven policy boards that may often disagree with the city manager, interpersonal relations will 

be ranked high as a leadership competency.  Managers will emphasize the need to be adaptive to 

this political environment and will give more attention to the two leadership/role quadrants  (I 

and II) that are most conducive to being adaptive.  Elected officials have traditionally performed 

those tasks most related to policy and mission setting and will prefer that the local government 

manager spend most of their time in those quadrants (I and IV) that are internal to the local 

government organization.   
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H1:  Managers will rank the two leadership quadrants higher than the two management 

quadrants. 

 

H2:  Elected officials will rank the internal administration and management quadrants 

higher than the external mission setting and policy quadrants. 

 

 When ranking the individual success criteria both internal and external to the local 

government organization, managers will prefer to act on those items that are interpersonal in 

nature more than those that are task-oriented in nature.  Managers will see the need to be 

adaptive and prefer to act on those items most conducive to that. Elected officials will prefer the 

manager do those things that maintain the status quo.  They have traditionally preferred the 

manager serve as a manager ensuring that structure is given to the local government organization 

and that it be responsive to sustained service delivery. 

H3:  Managers will rank the interpersonal leadership items higher than the task oriented 

management items. 

 

H4:  Elected officials will rank the task-oriented managerial items higher than the 

interpersonal leadership items. 

 

In order to accurately portray the data, there are a few potential errors that readers should 

consider. While the response rate from managers is adequate, the response rate from elected 

officials was too low to make many generalizations. Additionally, the ranking exercises forced 

survey respondents to rank criteria on a scale of 1 to 10.  This was chosen instead of a Likert 

Scale format in order to force the respondent to make tradeoffs as to whether an item was more 

important than another.  The data may have benefitted from having the respondent rate an item 

on a sliding scale rather than forcing them to rank them. 

In terms of sampling error, the ICMA (2012) suggests that 80% of city managers are 

men, with a majority between the age of 51 and 60, with 59% holding a Master’s Degree. The 

data is skewed slightly towards women and was older than average. ICMA suggests that 23.8% 
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of managers are over the age of 60 and 48% of respondents were in that category. The lowest 

represented group was 41-50 where 16.8% of the respondents were in this category compared to 

25.2% of managers overall. Finally, the survey population was generally more educated than the 

overall population with 78% of respondents holding a Master’s Degree in some field, compared 

to 59% of those in the city manager profession. 

Data Analysis 

 Survey respondents were asked to rank the four quadrants based on the order in which 

they felt managers should devote most of their attention. Table 6 shows an independent samples 

t-test for this ranking exercise. The scores represent the average rank that managers and elected 

officials gave to the identified role on a scale of 1 to 4 with 4 being the most important.  Thus, 

the score of 3.44 for city managers in quadrant I means managers ranked this quadrant 

substantially higher more often than the other three quadrants.  City managers felt they were 

interpersonal leaders in the local government unit and the community followed by technical 

managers in the local government unit and in the community. Elected officials agreed managers 

were leaders in the local government unit, but ranked technical manager in the local government 

unit second, followed by the two quadrants where the manager operated in the community. It is 

interesting to note that while city managers consider themselves as “leaders”, elected officials 

prefer city managers focus on internal operations and leave external work to them.  

 There were two statistically significant findings in Table 4. First, while both groups 

agreed that the manager should act as a “leader of adaptive interpersonal communications inside 

the local government unit”, managers felt much more strongly about this role than elected 

officials. Very little variation existed among city managers as they ranked this role above all 

others where elected officials were more willing to rank “manager of technical, task-oriented, 
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results inside the local government unit” ahead of being a leader. Second, elected officials leaned 

more heavily towards both roles that referenced work in the internal environment as opposed to 

city managers that often saw themselves as leaders in the community. 

Table 6: Role of the Professional Local Government Manager 

Role City 

Manager 

(N= 189) 

Elected 

Official 

(N= 221) 

T Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

Leader of adaptive, interpersonal, 

communications inside the local government unit. 

(Quadrant I) 

3.44 3.15 3.41 0.00 

Leader of adaptive, interpersonal, 

communications in the community. (Quadrant II) 

2.46 2.35 0.98 0.33 

Manager of technical, task-oriented, results inside 

the local government unit. (Quadrant IV) 

2.44 2.74 -2.97 0.00 

Manager of technical, task-oriented, results in the 

community. (Quadrant III) 

1.66 1.76 -1.04 0.30 

 

This test confirms H1 in that managers ranked both the internal and external leadership 

quadrants higher than the others.  This means that many managers would practice those 

characteristics of transformational leadership.  This data suggests that managers primarily 

perceive themselves as change agents inside the local government unit followed by managers of 

tasks and the status quo.  However, the difference between quadrant II and quadrant IV was 

small.  This means that managers recognize that they should operate primarily inside the local 

government unit.  As the politics/administration dichotomy suggests, elected officials ranked 

both internal roles higher than the external roles.  This means that H2 is also confirmed.  

Although there is a role for the local government manager in the community, elected officials 

prefer managers lead and manage staff 

Success Criteria 

 The next set of independent samples tests discuss measures of success that city managers 

and elected officials felt were most important. The following section will move in to the role of 
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the local government manager in influencing the individual success criteria, while this section is 

focused on how important both parties felt they were.  

Table 7 shows the ten local government success criteria internal to the local government 

unit.  Highlighted in yellow are those criteria that were in the leadership quadrant and 

highlighted in green are statistically significant findings.  The table shows that there were four 

statistically significant findings. First, managers consistently ranked ethical organizational 

culture as the most important success criteria and ranked financial stability second. Elected 

officials consistently ranked financial stability most important followed by ethical organizational 

culture. The manager’s strong feelings towards ethical organizational culture were found to be 

significantly stronger than elected officials. Second, managers consistently ranked productive 

interpersonal relations above elected officials.  Third and fourth, elected officials consistently 

ranked low employee turnover and adherence to policies and procedures ahead of managers.   

Table 7:  Internal Success Criteria 

Role City 

Manager 

 (N = 190) 

Elected Official 

(N = 227) 

T Sig  

(2-tailed) 

Ethical organizational culture 7.92 7.38 2.11 0.04 

Financial stability 7.56 7.91 -1.44 0.15 

Effective planning, programming & structure 6.93 7.22 -1.34 0.18 

Execution by management team 6.39 6.14 1.12 0.27 

Open internal communications 5.86 5.63 1.03 0.31 

Innovative organizational culture 4.91 4.44 1.83 0.07 

Adherence to Policies and Procedures 4.87 5.55 -2.62 0.01 

Productive Interpersonal Relations 4.81 4.25 2.33 0.02 

Professional Development 3.46 3.41 0.25 0.80 

Low Employee Turnover 2.29 3.06 -3.91 0.00 

 

 In terms of success criteria in the community, both groups were once again conflicted at 

the top of the rankings as evident by Table 8. It shows that both groups agreed that a safe and 

healthy environment was the most important success criteria in the community, although 

managers consistently ranked it higher than elected officials. Elected officials were less 
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consistent with a higher standard deviation than managers for nine of the ten criteria. Both 

groups agreed that reliable service delivery was important although elected officials ranked 

citizen satisfaction ranked higher, whereas managers ranked reliable service delivery higher.  

Table 8:  External Success Criteria 

Role City 

Manager 

(N= 190) 

Elected 

Official  

(N= 227) 

T Sig  

(2-tailed) 

Safe and Healthy Environment 7.77 7.22 2.09 0.04 

Reliable Service Delivery 7.43 6.35 4.72 0.00 

Citizen Satisfaction 6.96 6.93 0.10 0.92 

Culture for High Quality Customer Service 6.49 6.04 1.91 0.06 

High Functioning Infrastructure 5.95 6.32 -1.50 0.14 

Open Communications & Process for Civic Engagement 5.63 6.19 -2.20 0.03 

Positive Community Reputation 5.33 5.32 0.04 0.97 

Effective Intergovernmental Relations 3.85 4.26 -1.86 0.06 

Culturally Vibrant Environment 3.06 3.60 -2.41 0.02 

Positive Media Relations 2.54 2.76 -1.14 0.25 

 

Although it can be argued that all of the criteria could require both leadership and 

technical skills, Table 2 organized each of them as either primarily technical or primarily 

interpersonal. It is interesting to note that all five technical criteria are in the top seven of the 

internal success criteria and all five technical criteria are in the top six of the community criteria. 

Role of the Local Government Manager 

 

 Once respondents identified which criteria were most important, they were asked to rank 

them based on how much of a role the local government manager should play in influencing 

them. It was interesting to note variables identified as “important” did not necessarily rank high 

when respondents were asked how much of a role the manager should play in influencing them 

as shown in Table 9 and 10. 

Table 9 shows the results of the hypothesis test for those items the manager should have a 

high leadership and management competency. Managers thought that among the success criteria, 
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they should play the greatest role in creating an ethical organizational culture, effective execution 

by management team, and effective planning, programming, and structure. Elected officials felt 

the most important items were effective execution by management team, effective planning, 

programming, and structure, followed by an ethical organizational culture respectively. 

 Among the statistically significant findings were that managers felt more strongly about 

both an ethical and innovative organizational culture. Elected officials felt adherence to policies 

and procedures and low employee turnover were more of a responsibility of managers than 

managers preferred. This difference in the perceived role of the manager in creating an ethical 

culture is an important one that will be discussed further in the following section.  These findings 

are complicated by the fact that elected officials were inconsistent with their rankings with 

higher standard deviations than managers for nine of the ten criteria. This furthers the argument 

that a politically motivated environment can lend itself to ambiguous roles, goals, and objectives.  

Table 9: Internal Leadership and Management Competency 

Role City 

Manager 

(N= 187) 

Elected 

Official 

(N= 221) 

T Sig  

(2-tailed) 

Ethical organizational culture 7.85 6.88 3.80 0.00 

Effective Execution by Management Team 7.22 7.20 0.07 0.94 

Effective Planning, Programming, & Structure 6.91 7.16 -1.05 0.29 

Financial Stability 6.41 6.28 0.45 0.66 

Open internal communications 6.02 5.67 1.49 0.14 

Innovative organizational culture 5.60 4.64 3.64 0.00 

Adherence to Policies and Procedures 4.90 5.86 -3.65 0.00 

Productive Interpersonal Relations 4.48 4.51 -0.12 0.90 

Professional Development 3.60 3.46 0.69 0.49 

Low Employee Turnover 2.01 3.33  -6.63 0.00 

 

 Table 10 shows that although elected officials and managers agreed that a safe and 

healthy environment was the most important measure of success, managers are not as able to 

influence it as much as they are a culture for high quality customer service and reliable service 

delivery. Once again, elected officials were more inconsistent than managers with a higher 
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standard deviation for nine of the ten criteria. Table 10 shows that statistically significant 

differences existed for four criteria. Elected officials consistently ranked a high functioning 

infrastructure and a culturally vibrant environment higher than managers, while managers 

consistently ranked a culture for high quality customer service and reliable service delivery as 

most important. Although both generally agreed with ranking order, elected officials consistently 

showed more inconsistency in their rankings. 

Table 10:  External leadership and management competency 

Role City 

Manager 

(N= 186) 

Elected 

Official 

(N= 221) 

T Sig  

(2-tailed) 

Culture for High Quality Customer Service 7.98 6.87 4.52 0.00 

Reliable Service Delivery 7.05 6.55 1.99 0.05 

Open Communications & Process for Civic Engagement 6.52 6.54 -0.10 0.92 

Effective Intergovernmental Relations 6.01 5.66 1.38 0.17 

Citizen Satisfaction 5.48 5.89 -1.59 0.11 

Positive Community Reputation 5.08 5.54 -1.77 0.08 

High Functioning Infrastructure 5.04 5.80 -2.83 0.01 

Safe and Healthy Environment 4.99 5.16 -0.61 0.54 

Positive Media Relations 4.39 4.08 1.25 0.21 

Culturally Vibrant Environment 2.46 2.90 -2.11 0.04 

  

In terms of the hypotheses, H3 is not confirmed. Managers consistently ranked five of the 

ten leadership criteria higher than elected officials.  The difference was statistically significant 

for two notable criteria- an ethical organization culture and an innovative organization culture.  

H4 is also not confirmed.  Elected officials consistently ranked five of the ten 

management criteria higher than managers.  The difference was statistically significant for two 

notable criteria-  a high functioning infrastructure and adherence to policies and procedures.  

However, managers felt more strongly about assuming a role that created a culture for high 

quality customer service and reliable service delivery, two management items.  The fact that 

there was not much consistency in whether managers or elected officials ranked leadership or 
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management criteria higher respectively shows that there is a need for managers to be adaptive 

and to act as both managers and leaders.  The following discussion will attempt to further explain 

this and other challenges. 

Discussion and Recommendations 

 Now that the raw data has been analyzed, this section considers the practical implications 

of it.  The primary research questions were to assess the role of the local government manager, 

the leadership approach most conducive to filling that role, and the best way to measure whether 

a manager is doing a good job in that role.  While these questions have benefitted from the 

presentation of the quantitative data, application of this data to real world challenges as well as 

interviews with two noted Chicagoland managers will help put it in perspective. 

Role of the Local Government Manager 

 First, managers prefer to be leaders inside and outside the local government unit, while 

elected officials prefer that they lead and manage internally. Table 12 shows that elected officials 

ranked both technical roles higher than managers. This suggests that elected officials expect 

managers to stay inside the local government unit managing structure, policies, and procedures 

that see goals to completion. Svara’s duality/dichotomy and complementarity models (2001) 

suggest that managers should be competent filling each role because the demands of the local 

government management profession and the nature of the political environment require it.   

Table 12:  Role of the Local Government Manager 

Leadership Managers:             3.44 

Elected Officials:  3.15 

Managers:             2.46 

Elected Officials:  2.35 

Management Managers:             2.44 

Elected Officials:  2.74 

Managers:             1.66 

Elected Officials:  1.76 

 Internal  External 
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 When asked about these four roles, David Limardi (2014), a manager for more than twenty 

years in the City of Highland Park, IL, stated that it is difficult to rank them because they are all 

so important.  He stated that the professional local government manager should act primarily as a 

leader, but added that they will never get anything done if they are constantly operating in that 

spectrum. He argued that this was the case for two reasons.  First, working with interpersonal 

challenges puts managers in situations where they can become vulnerable.  When they take risks, 

promote change, and create visions, they are putting themselves out there in a position where it is 

easy for someone to strongly disagree with them.  Oftentimes, managers that find themselves 

here get wrapped up in highly politicized relationships and find themselves too far in front of the 

pressing issues. When a manager is this far ahead it typically leads to conflict in the political 

environment and oftentimes turnover.  Second, Limardi added that local government is a place 

where someone has to create structure and make sure services are delivered in a way that is 

efficient and equitable. If a manager adopts change every time they see an opportunity to do so, 

it interrupts the sustained delivery of services. 

 While he argued that it was a major risk for a city manager to act as a leader all the time, he 

added it was worth the risk more often than not.  He said, “too often managers, particularly 

young managers, become overly focused on managing a process and are forced to lead inside a 

self-created leadership vacuum…when they give the impression that they are willing to be an 

elected official’s yes-man, they are setting themselves up for a frustrating tenure” (2014).  

Although it is important to navigate carefully, pushing through the ambiguity and challenging the 

process when it matters the most is important for managers to find fulfillment and satisfaction in 

their work.  He argued that more important than promoting change was creating a culture that 

was conducive to adopting innovation and practicing good ethics in decision-making.   
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Need to be Adaptive 

 An additional implication of this research is the need for city managers to be adaptive. 

The political environment is one that changes regularly and those managers that are willing to 

adjust their approach are most likely to find success.  As mentioned in the introduction, goals in 

the local government environment are not nearly as clear as those in the private sector.  Robert 

Kiely (2014), a city manager for more than twenty years in Lake Forest, IL, stated that because 

his city has term limits for elected officials, the environment is always ambiguous. Although new 

elected officials bring energy to the board, it requires a high degree of flexible thinking, problem 

solving and an ability to work in ambiguity to adjust to shifting goals. This is confirmed by the 

fact that 42% of elected officials that responded to this survey had less than 3 years in office as 

well as the fact that elected officials were more inconsistent in their rankings than managers.   

 Stazyk and Goerdel (2010) found that generally, most organizations are less effective when 

this goal ambiguity exists, leading to the importance of a competent manager who practices 

strong leadership to see the most important tasks to completion. Successful managers are able to 

make sense of shifting goals and capitalize on those that are most important. Limardi added, 

“The best managers likely do this without even giving the impression they are doing it.”  

 For the aforementioned reasons, this is why Limardi and Kiely (2014) agree that the ability 

to predict the social environment is among the most important skillsets of a city manager. By 

making sense of ambiguous goals, and by “thinking ahead” but not necessarily “acting ahead”, 

managers can clarify and add structure to the most important tasks without aggressively pursuing 

activities that result in falling out of touch with the political environment.  

 To help make sense of this role and goal ambiguity, managers would benefit from strategic 

planning sessions with elected officials and staff as well as open communication practices.  
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When important topics are put on the table and discussed rather than postponed, it is beneficial 

for the city manager because they are able to establish a clearer set of expectations.  Although 

open meeting requirements require that many of these discussions take place in the public eye, 

this can be of benefit to managers, if used effectively. 

Transformational Leadership in Local Government 

 Although there was inconsistency in a number of these rankings, both managers and 

elected officials consistently ranked internal leader as the most important role for a manager to 

fill.  Although Limardi and Kiely (2014) make a valid point that a manager should be flexible 

enough to fill each role and adaptive enough to read the social environment and choose an 

appropriate leadership style, Kouzes and Posner’s (2012) theory of transformational leadership 

appears to have a lot of traction for many of the challenges that the professional local 

government manager is faced with. 

  To see how transformational leadership can be a positive leadership approach for major 

challenges, consider the story of succession planning in the Village of Schaumburg, IL.  In 2004, 

an early retirement initiative led to the departure of key staff.  Village Manager Ken Fritz, 

himself eyeing retirement within the next ten years, found that within 5 years, 60% of their 

department heads would be eligible for retirement and the Village was losing $98,000 per bad 

hire.  Rather than manage this process and follow the traditional approach to filling positions, 

they began addressing this problem with a succession plan ICMA would recognize as one of the 

strongest in the nation (Village of Schaumburg, 2010).   

 The Village began identifying and rewarding high performing employees by allowing them 

to participate in a Village sponsored institute called the Schaumburg Institute of Professional 

Development (SIPD).  The program encouraged transformational leadership components like 
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constant learning, innovation, and creativity to help their employees obtain personal goals.  

There was no guarantee that an employee would receive a promotion by participating in the 

institute, but employees felt there were opportunities for advancement.   

 The economic downturn in 2008 hit the Village of Schaumburg harder financially than 

many other Chicagoland municipalities.  Until the Recession, the Village did not levy a property 

tax and relied exclusively on sales taxes generated from the Woodfield Mall, the eighth largest 

mall in America, as well as car dealerships and other shopping centers.  Unlike the property tax 

which remains steady over time, the sales tax was hit extremely hard by the recession.  Many of 

the Boomers that were eligible for retirement happily accepted in the midst of difficult times.  

This burst of retirements coupled with financial shortcomings forced the Village to rely on this 

crop of leaders they had developed over the previous five years to see them through the difficult 

times.  Several successors stayed with the Village, and several were promoted into positions that 

they were being trained and coached to assume.  Had leadership and Village Manager Ken Fritz, 

who has since retired, not been proactive in reforming this succession planning system, the 

Village may not have been able to recover as quickly it has.    

 This story demonstrates all of the primary components of transformational leadership.  The 

management team in the Village of Schaumburg identified mentors to model the way for 

younger employees so that they felt like they were part of a larger vision.  Fritz saw this 

retirement challenge beginning to surface and rather than continue with the status quo, he 

completely reconstructed hiring and promotion opportunities in the Village.  Staff at all levels 

saw opportunities for advancement.  They felt that if they worked hard and participated in this 

program, they would eventually assume the position of those that were mentoring them.   
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Importance of Ethics 

 The foundation of transformational leadership is that a manager be credible and lead by 

example.  Leaders that take shortcuts and that do not live by the values that they expel will find it 

difficult to succeed with transformational leadership.  It is interesting that managers found an 

ethical organizational culture to be the most important measure of success and their most 

important role in the local government unit. Although elected officials felt strongly about an 

ethical organizational culture, they ranked it lower than managers by a statistically significant 

margin.  Since ethics are held in such high regard among managers, anything that violates their 

commitment to it can have a negative impact on their ability to lead. 

 Sixty-four percent of managers that responded to this survey had a graduate degree in 

public administration compared with 3% of elected officials. Managers simply recognize those 

things that make the most sense to move a community in a good direction. Constantly being 

asked, and in some cases forced, to do things they do not want to do can lead to burnout and 

voluntary or involuntary turnover.  City managers likely feel that they have to do things that may 

not be unethical, but run counter to what the manager feels is the “right thing”.  Good managers 

clearly articulate their vision and enable a staff to work towards it.  Although the political 

environment makes it difficult to do the right thing all of the time, transformational leadership 

requires that managers commit themselves to establishing a value system that everyone in the 

organization can relate to and be a part of.   

Performance Appraisals 

 Though this research has answered the first two questions of the roles of the local 

government manager and the leadership approaches conducive to filing those roles, it has not 

answered the last question of whether a manager is doing a good job.  Quantitative research that 
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uses tenure as a dependent variable does not lend itself to this question because the reasons for 

turnover are so vast.  Likewise, what constitutes a “good job” in one community, may not 

necessarily be a “good job” with a different set of elected officials.   

 There are too many stories of managers being fired in local government management 

without a real explanation of what they did wrong.  In Temple City, CA, (Vuong, 2014) the City 

Manager was fired one month after receiving a $10,300 bonus for what the council called 

“outstanding work”.  The Mayor told the local news, “The Council and Mr. Pulido enjoyed a 

productive working relationship and moved the city forward in a positive fashion….however, the 

Council’s evaluation was that they needed stronger leadership to lead Temple City into the 

future.”  The Council said that their decision was based on “leadership”, but it begs the question 

of what type of performance appraisal tool the community has in place that would justify a 

tremendous bonus one month and termination the next.   

 This type of performance evaluation is better suited on a case by case basis.  Managers 

may avoid performance appraisals because they view it as an opportunity to deter criticism, but it 

is often in their best interest to be evaluated against a set of predetermined leadership and 

management criteria.  This can be useful to understanding their role in the organization, the 

issues that they should devote the most attention to, as well as the best approach they should 

adapt to fill that role.  Too often these evaluations are not based upon a mutually agreed upon set 

of criteria and goals but rather qualitative components that are not indicative of how well the 

manager is doing their job.  An appraisal system that follows the survey instrument that was used 

in this research may be a useful baseline for councils and managers trying to agree on roles for 

the manager and the leadership approaches that are going to be conducive to filling their role. 

 



 40 

Conclusions and Implications for Future Research 

 Additional research on the role of the local government manager, transformational 

leadership, and manager evaluation is necessary.  This research could focus on demographics 

such as elected official tenure, community size, and educational level to determine if those 

impact the role of the manager.  Managers that answer to elected boards that consist of long-

tenured, older elected officials may need to be less overt with transformational leadership and 

instead demonstrate that they have created structure and procedures.  In addition, case studies on 

individual communities could be done that tie a manager’s approach to leadership with the role 

that is expected of him or her by the elected officials in that community. This research was 

looking for a general explanation, but the literature could benefit from a practical analysis. 

 Through a comprehensive survey of managers and elected officials in Illinois and 

Wisconsin, this research has assessed the role of the local government manager and the 

leadership theories that are related to filling that role.  There is a need for managers to be 

adaptive, moving from role to role depending on the types of goals and tasks that they identify 

from a potentially ambiguous political environment.  However, managers and elected officials 

agree that the main role for the local government manager is leading inside the local government 

organization.  Transformational leadership is a useful approach to filling this role.  This approach 

to leadership starts with leading by example and modeling the way.  Because of this, it is not 

surprising that city managers ranked an ethical organizational culture as both a crucial measure 

of success and as their primary role in local government management.  Although it can be 

difficult for managers to assess whether they are “doing a good job”, exercises such as strategic 

planning, open communications, and performance appraisals can help identify a set of goals and 

give managers assurance that they are satisfying their role.  
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