
typically a city council. A strong role 
often is played by an appointed 
administrator, or city manager, who is 
given the day-to-day responsibility 
for running municipal operations. 
Municipal governance systems can be 
divided into four basic types: the 
mayor-council system, the city man-
ager system, the commission system, 
and the town meeting system.

Mayor-Council 
Systems

One of the most common forms of 
municipal governance is the mayor-
council system. It is distinguished by a 
separation of executive and legislative 
powers. According to the International 
City/County Management Association 
(ICMA), about 43 percent of U.S. cities 
use this system. Executive power is 
vested in a separately elected mayor, 
although the powers a mayor is 
actually allowed to exercise vary 
considerably.

Mayor-council systems can be bro-
ken down into strong mayor and weak 
mayor systems. (See Figures 11-3 and 
11-4.) In discussions of city govern-
ance, these terms have less to do with 
a politician’s personality than with the 
powers that a given mayor enjoys 
when stacked up against the powers 
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Weak Mayor–Council Form of Government
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City council
A municipality’s legislature

City manager
An official appointed to be the chief administrator of a municipality

Mayor-council system
A form of municipal governance in which there is an elected executive 
and an elected legislature

Strong mayor system
A municipal government in which the mayor has the power to perform 
the executive functions of government

Weak mayor system
A municipal government in which the mayor lacks true executive powers, 
such as the ability to veto council decisions or appoint department heads

groups of citizens, usually those concentrated in 
compact urban areas, want to exercise a degree of 
political self-determination over their community. 
Accordingly, they incorporate, bringing to life a 
legal entity—a municipality—that grants them the 
right to a broad degree of self-governance.

Governance arrangements vary even more at 
the municipal level than at the county level. In 
municipalities, there is variation in the powers 
of the executive, or mayor, and the legislature, 

Mayor
The elected chief executive of a municipality
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