
members in many cities report that they are frus-
trated with the more typical legislative issues of 
gridlock and conflict, which are exacerbated by 
interest group pressure and media coverage.13 In 
some cases all it takes is just one or two indi-
viduals to hold up their hands or raise objections 
in council chambers, and entire city operations 
can grind to a halt.

Council-Manager Systems

Rather than separating executive and legislative 
functions, the council-manager system is based on 
the principle of separating the political and 
administrative functions of government. In such 
a system, a council makes policy decisions but 
places the implementation of those decisions in 
the hands of a professional administrator, usually 
called a city manager, hired by the council. (See 
Figure 11-5.)

The origins of this system are in the Progressive 
reform movement that swept through govern-
ment at all levels beginning at the end of the 19th 
century. As discussed elsewhere in the context of 

state-level party politics, a century ago 
political machines ran the typical 
large city in the United States. Places 
such as Boston, Chicago, and New 
York were governed by charismatic 
politicians who took advantage of 
their ties to ethnic minorities, such as 
the Irish or the Italians. Patronage 
jobs were given out to their personal 
friends, whose chief qualification was 
that they were campaign supporters. 
Elections were fraught with partisan-
ship, which produced high incumbent 
reelection rates. Many machine insid-
ers got themselves elected as city com-
missioners and were given authority 
to run individual departments, 
including police, fire, and sanitation 
services. This resulted in politically 
powerful, but often corrupt and 
incompetent, municipal governments.

During the first half of the 20th century, 
reform groups began pressuring city governments 
to become more professionalized and less politi-
cized. The National Municipal League (now the 
National League of Cities), which focused on 
small- to medium-size cities, was one such group. 
The U.S. Conference of Mayors, whose members 
head larger cities, and the ICMA were two others. 
In the belief that the top vote-getters in a given 
city may not be the best managers, the National 
Municipal League drafted a model charter that 
laid out the powers of mayors, city councils, and 
administrators.

In 1913, Dayton, Ohio, became the first 
major U.S. city to create a position for a strong 
manager, largely in response to suburbanization 
(the establishment of residential communities 
on the outskirts of the city) and the rise of an 
educated middle class. The idea was that a gov-
ernment run by a professional city manager 
would be less prone to corruption and partisan 
favoritism than one led by the classic big-city 
mayor. Such managers are generally more inter-
ested in implementing organizational systems 
than they are in glad-handing voters and troll-
ing for campaign cash.

This reform movement by no means elimi-
nated the urban political machines or the power 
wielded by strong executives. For example, 
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Council-Manager Form of Government
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Council-manager system
A form of municipal governance in which the day-to-day administration 
of government is carried out by a professional administrator
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