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C ov e r  S to ry

Taking Stock of the 
Council-Manager 

Form at 100

by James H. Svara and Kimberly L. Nelson

I
n 1908, a single city adopted what would eventually become the council- 

manager form of government. In 2008, more than 3,500 cities with populations 

exceeding 2,500 persons and more than 370 counties use the form. Beyond the 

direct effect of introducing a new structural option for the organization of lo-

cal government, this new form also elevated the option of appointing a cen-

trally located generalist administrator in other forms of government. Almost half of  

mayor-council governments and more than half of the commission and town meet-

ing governments have a chief administrative officer (CAO) or city administrator, and 

such a position is often found in elected county executive governments as well.

With the hundredth anniversary of the establishment of the city manager posi-

tion in Staunton, Virginia, which ultimately led to the council-manager form of 

government, it is appropriate to take stock of what the form means, its current 

status in local government, and its continuing significance. Some suggest that the 

time of substantial growth is over (and reversals may be coming) and that changes 

in structure and politics make the council-manager and mayor-council forms  

indistinguishable.

Furthermore, there are signs of unease among local government managers about 

the future of professionalism. The arguments presented here are that form contin-

ues to make a difference and the use of the council-manager form is still growing. 

Despite challenges that the council-manager form and professionalism generally 

face in local government, the future is bright.
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There has been much emphasis 
recently on the supposed “blurring” 
of distinctions between forms, “ad-
aptation” of forms, and development 
of “hybrid” forms. The impression 
is created that the changes that are 
occurring in the structures of local 
governments have erased the distinc-
tiveness of form.

Most notably, H. George Freder-
ickson, Gary A. Johnson, and Curtis 
H. Wood argued in 2004 that a break-
down of two contrasting models of lo-
cal government based on “traditional” 
and “reform” elements had by the 
1990s altered forms of government: 
“the fusion of these two models had 
resulted in the dominant modern 
form of American local government, 
the adapted city.”1 These impres-
sions affect how practitioners them-
selves perceive what is happening to 
their world.

The environmental scan de-
veloped for the ICMA Strategic 
Planning Committee, for example, 
concluded that “numerous studies 
suggest that the council-manager 
form of government has been 
adapted continually.” Commenta-
tor Alan Ehrenhalt has argued that 
mayor-council and council-manager 
forms are “merging,” and he asserts 
that an increasing number of cities 
“have jumbled the systems together 
so thoroughly that it’s impossible to 
put them in any category at all.”2

All these statements confuse 
“form” and “plan” or “model.” The 
original reform model consisted 
of the council-manager form and the 
electoral practices of choosing the 
mayor within the council, selecting 
councilmembers at-large, and using a 
nonpartisan ballot. This combination 
was contained in the second Model 
City Charter and also was commonly 
referred to as the council-manager 
plan. Changes in electoral practices 
are important, but they do not alter the 
form of government itself.

The council-manager form can be 
and is combined with a wide range 
of structural features. Beyond direct 
election of the mayor and district 
representation, most counties includ-

ing those with the council-manager 
form use partisan elections, and cit-
ies in Europe that use parliamentary 
systems that approximate the council-
manager form usually have active 
political parties.

The form can create a balanced 
relationship between politics and 
professionalism regardless of how 
the political dimension is organized. 
The image of instability and corrosive 
change in the council-manager form 
is not warranted. The idea that forms 
themselves are unimportant or in-
distinguishable can be challenged on 
conceptual and empirical grounds.

The debate over form of govern-

ment continues because American 
local governments have a choice of 
which form they will use. The United 
States is unusual among countries in 
the world with widespread use of two 
major forms of government based on 
different constitutional principles. 
The overwhelming majority of cities 
do not change their form, but circum-
stances can arise in any local govern-
ment that puts the question of chang-
ing form on the public agenda.

The council-manager form is still 
competing with the mayor-council or 
county executive form for the support 
of elected officials and citizens (and 

vice versa). Advocacy of the council-
manager form is no longer a crusade to 
reform corrupt and incompetent gov-
ernments. Most cities and counties are 
highly professionalized at the depart-
mental level. Many cities with mayor-
council governments have CAOs. 

Proponents make the case that dis-
tinct advantages can be attained with 
the council-manager form because of 
the essential features of this form com-
pared with the mayor-council form. 
To understand the claims that can be 
made in support of the council-man-
ager form, it is important to review the 
essential features of the major forms 
as practiced in the United States and 

other countries.

Features that 
DiFFerentiate Forms
There are three major features that 
differentiate the mayor-council and 
council-manager forms of govern-
ment, and all three can be traced 
back to the origins of the form. 
Analogous to the distinction be-
tween presidential and parliamen-
tary systems, the first feature is the 
allocation of authority.

The council-manager form plac-
es all governmental authority in the 
hands of the council, with certain 
functions assigned by law, charter, 
or convention to the manager ap-
pointed by the council. Authority is 
unified in the collective leadership 
body of the council. To the early 
reformers citing the practice of Eng-
lish local government, eliminating 

separation of powers and strengthen-
ing the council was as important to the 
council-manager form as the creation 
of the manager’s position.3

The relationship between the 
council and the manager is based on 
this allocation of authority. Despite all 
the words that have been written and 
spoken about the separation of politics 
and policy from the administration, 
the unique feature of the council-
manager form is the interaction of 
councilmembers and administrators 
in both policy and administration. 
As intended by drafters of the model 
city charter in 1915, the form ensures 

there are signs of 
unease among local 
government managers 
about the future of 
professionalism.  the 
arguments presented 
here are that form 
continues to make 
a difference and the 
use of the council-
manager form is still 
growing.
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that a professional perspective will be 
presented to the council by the man-
ager on all policy decisions and that 
council oversight can be directed to 
any administrative action.

With separation of powers, the 
mayor can limit the policy advice 
given to the council and can shield 
staff from council oversight.4 In the 
mayor-council form, mayors can 
also have a substantial impact on 
the amount and quality of profes-
sional advice they receive and share 
with the council and on the level of 
professionalism that is present in the 
administrative organization. In con-
trast with the council-manager form 
in which the council has authority 
over the manager, the mayor in the 
mayor-council form is a separate and 
independent executive.

The second feature that differenti-
ates forms is how executive respon-
sibilities are assigned to an elected 
or appointed administrator. In the 
council-manager form, executive 
functions are the responsibility of the 
city or county manager even if some 
functions on occasion are shared with 
other officials. In parliamentary-style 
local governments in northern Eu-
rope, the mayor or other top political 
figure commonly shares executive 
authority with the top administrator, 
but this administrator is still the chief 
executive officer.

In the mayor-council form, ex-
ecutive responsibilities are exercised 
under the authority of the mayor. A 
central coordinating administrative 
position can be created—a CAO—but 
in contrast with the clear delegation 
of executive authority to the city 
manager, the assignments to the CAO 
may be determined by the will of the 
executive mayor.5 In contrast, the 
council-manager form ensures the 
linkage of executive responsibilities 
with a professional top administrator.

When a top administrator is pres-
ent in the local government form, the 
third distinguishing feature is wheth-
er the administrator is responsible to 
the entire council or to the mayor. 
Responsibility to the entire council 
is an essential characteristic of the 
council-manager form and helps to 

ensure both transparency and a focus 
on the public interest rather than the 
political interests of a single elected 
official.

Along with its endorsement of the 
council-manager form, since 1969 
ICMA has also supported CAOs and 
other generalist administrators in 
mayor-council cities or elected ex-
ecutive governments in counties. The 
presence of a CAO does not create a 
hybrid form in the sense of altering 
the basic features of the governmental 
structure. CAOs are universal in the 
cities of European countries that use 
the strong-mayor form—France, Italy, 
Spain, Portugal, and Germany—and 
in English cities that elect executive 
mayors.

Executive authority is still divided 
from legislative authority and assigned 
to a mayor who may in turn delegate 
assignments to the CAO. Most CAOs 
appointed by the mayor consider 
themselves to be agents of the mayor. 
Council confirmation of the CAO 
adds accountability to the council as 
well as to the mayor and helps make 
the CAO a bridge between the mayor 
and council but does not change the 
essential features of the form.

A possible hybrid can be found 
when the council is solely responsible 
for appointing the CAO—the situa-
tion in about one mayor-council city 
in four that has a population greater 
than 10,000 and in a higher propor-
tion of smaller cities. The conditions 
of unified authority and responsibil-
ity of the CAO to the council can be 
found when the CAO is appointed by 
the council.  

The presence of an elected mayor 
in the council-manager form does 
not create a hybrid so long as most 
executive responsibilities are assigned 
to the manager and the manager is 
responsible to the council as a whole. 
In a small number of council-manager 
cities—approximately 20 American 
cities with populations greater than 
10,000—the mayor has been formally 
“empowered” with a greater role in 
developing the budget and selecting 
the manager and, in a few cases, re-
moving the manager.  

In Long Beach, California, for ex-

ample, the mayor can veto the coun-
cil’s selection or removal of the man-
ager; and in Cincinnati, Ohio, and 
Columbus, Georgia, only the mayor 
can initiate removal of the city man-
ager. These practices may represent a 
hybrid because the manager is aligned 
with the mayor alone for continuation 
in office.

When only the mayor can initi-
ate termination of the manager, it is 
possible that the manager will seek 
to serve the mayor rather than the 
entire council and, therefore, be more 
a CAO than a city manager. Although 
this specific practice is still extremely 
rare, observers should continue to 
monitor its impact.

In sum, the essential differentiat-
ing characteristics of the major forms 
of government in the United States 
continue to depend on how authority 
is allocated between the council and 
the executive, the assignment of ex-
ecutive functions, and the reporting 
relationship of the top administra-
tor. The cities and counties that fall 
within one form of government or 
the other may demonstrate extensive 
variation in specific formal and in-
formal practices but share the basic 
defining characteristics.

status: use oF CounCil-
manager Form anD Caos
The use of the council-manager 
form has expanded dramatically and 
continuously throughout its his-
tory. Some suggest that the dramatic 
growth is over, and there has been 
a widespread impression that the 
form is losing ground in large cities. 
Even when examining changes since 
1990, however, it is obvious that use 
of the council-manager form has in-
creased. Overall percentages of cit-
ies using the major forms and other 
forms of government are presented 
in Figure 1.  

There continues to be extensive 
growth, with a 45 percent increase in 
the number of council-manager cities. 
In cities under 10,000 population, 
there has been a large-scale decline in 
the use of the mayor-council form and 
a corresponding increase in council-
manager cities, suggesting that many 
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cities are converting their forms. In 
cities over this population size, the 
number of council-manager cities 
has also increased substantially along 
with stability in the number of mayor-
council cities.

The expansion has occurred in 
cities of all sizes. Council-manager 
governments represented a slightly 
larger share in all but one of nine city 
size categories in 2007 compared with 
1990, as indicated in Figure 2. An 
absolute majority of cities between 
10,000 and 250,000 in population use 
the council-manager form, council-
manager cities have a plurality over 
mayor-council and other forms in cit-
ies between 5,000 and 9,999, and the 
two forms are almost evenly divided 
in the cities between 250,000 and 
500,000 in population.

The mayor-council form has a 
higher share of the cities with fewer 
than 5,000 and more than 500,000 
inhabitants, although the number of 
council-manager cities is growing in 
these cities as well.

Since 1990, the council-manager 
form has been replaced with the 
mayor-council form in nine cit-
ies with populations of more than 
100,000: Fresno, California; Hartford, 
Connecticut; Miami, Florida; Oak-
land, California; Richmond, Virginia; 
St. Petersburg, Florida; San Diego, 
California; Spokane, Washington; and 

Toledo, Ohio. The council-manager 
form replaced the mayor-council form 
in Cedar Rapids, Iowa; El Paso, Texas; 
and Topeka, Kansas.

Abandonment of the council-
manager form was rejected during this 
period in nine cities. With these cross-
currents of change, there is no clear 
trend in the use of form in large cities. 
The council-manager form is used in 
55 percent of these cities, and with ex-
pected demographic changes there will 
be more cities over 100,000 population 
and more of them will use the council-
manager form in the future.

To get an accurate measurement of 
the use of CAOs in mayor-council cit-
ies, we have combined the responses 

to surveys with other data sources. 
When all mayor-council cities over 
10,000 population are examined, it 
can be seen that 48 percent have a 
CAO.6 About half of these CAOs are 
appointed by the mayor with the ap-
proval of the council, one-quarter 
are appointed by the mayor alone, 
and one-quarter are appointed by the 
council and in many respects are the 
functional equivalent of city manag-
ers, as noted previously.

In addition, 597 of the mayor-
council cities under 10,000 popula-
tion in the 2001 Form of Government 
survey have a CAO. Overall, the use 
of CAOs has probably increased since 
1990.

All U.S. cities over 
2,500 in population

1990 2007 Change

% (number) % (number) % (number)
Cities smaller 
than 10,000

Cities larger  
than 10,000

Mayor-council 54.5%
(3,645)

43.5%
(3,131)

-14.1%
(-514)

-515 1

Council-manager 36.2%
(2,420)

48.9%
(3,520)

45.5%
(1,100)

574 526

Other 9.2%
(617)

7.5%
(543)

-12.0%
(-74)

-47 -27

Total 100.0%
(6,682)

 100.0%
(7,194)

7.7%
(512)

Figure 1. Use of Major Forms of Government and Change, 1990–2007.

Figure 2. Percentage of Cities Using the Council-
Manager Form by Population Category, 1990 and 2007.

Source: The Municipal Year Book 1991 and 2008. The number of cities under 10,000 was 3,914 in 1990 and 3,926 in 2007. The number of cities over 
10,000 was 2,768 in 1990 and 3,268 in 2007.
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signiFiCanCe oF Form
City and county managers have 
always made a contribution to the 
administrative competency and stan-
dards for service delivery, on the one 
hand, and to the policy direction of 
their governments, on the other. Dur-
ing the past century, managers have 
advised elected officials on the issues 
that are challenging their commu-
nities—from expanding the services 
provided by the local government in 
early decades to promoting sustain-
ability by managing growth, preserv-
ing resources, and advancing social 
equity at the present.

A variety of studies document that 
form of government makes a differ-
ence in process and performance. As 
is normally the case in social science 
research, the differences are not black 
and white, but there are tendencies 
that are related statistically to form of 
government. 

Mayors in council-manager cities 
are more likely to be facilitative lead-
ers and enhance the performance of 
all officials, although these mayors 
are less likely to be visionaries and 
policy initiators. Councils perform 
better at handling their governance 
responsibilities—setting goals and 
priorities and overseeing administra-
tive performance. City managers are 
more capable than executive mayors 
at providing professional advice to 
elected officials and supporting the 
council’s policy making and oversight. 
There is a greater degree of coopera-
tion and less conflict among officials. 

Studies show that when council-
manager cities are compared with 
mayor-council cities the council-
manager cities are more likely to 
have greater efficiency, sounder 
finances, and stronger management 
performance. They have greater rep-
resentation of minority groups in staff 
positions. Council-manager cities are 
more likely to pursue long-term goals, 
use strategic planning, base service 
delivery on need and other profes-
sional standards, have ethics codes 
and boards, integrate management 
functions, and adopt innovative man-
agement practices.7

In these comparative studies, there 

(Excerpt from The Origin of the City Manager Plan in Staunton, Virginia, 1954)

The City Council, on April 2, 1908, elected Charles E. Ashburner of Richmond 
as the first general manager of Staunton.40 There had been many applicants for 
the position, the majority being local men. The City Council deserves credit for 
conscientiously seeking, and finally selecting, the best qualified applicant and es-
tablishing the precedent of selecting an out-of-town man for the job.

The Council’s selection of the new manager augured well for the success of 
the new form of government. Charles Ashburner, the son of a British army of-
ficer, was born in Bombay, India, in 1870. He was educated in England, France, and 
Germany, and received his engineering degree from the University of Heidelberg. 
After arriving in the United States, he had wide engineering experience in diver-
sified positions in Virginia.42

Ashburner was no stranger to Staunton, as he had been the maintenance 
engineer for the Staunton division of the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad several 
years before. At that time, the Council was receiving bids to repair a washout 
that had resulted from a leaky dam. The lowest bid from local contractors to 
repair the damage was $4,000 and some of the councilmen, particularly W. O. 
Sydnor, considered the bid too high. Sydnor, the railroad’s local agent, consulted 
with Ashburner who advised him that the job could be done for $737. The 
Council took his advice and the repairs were actually accomplished for $725.43

The first city manager was an aggressive, capable person who was essentially 
a builder and a promoter. [In The City Manager], Leonard D. White has painted a 
vivid description of Ashburner [as]

“. . . an inexhaustible human dynamo, forever driving ahead with constant 
acceleration, never content with the achievements of the past. . . . Surcharged 
with energy as he is, Ashburner never creates an impression other than that of 
complete sincerity. His loyalty to his city, to his profession, and to his own high 
standards of personal conduct is carried to the last degree. . . .”

This picture of Ashburner, as a man of action and impatient of detail, is con-
firmed by Samuel D. Holsinger who served as Ashburner’s clerk and later suc-
ceeded him as general manager in 1911.45 While Ashburner concerned himself 
with the primary task of building streets, bridges, and sewers, he left the office 
work and the details of administrative management to his clerk who actually 
served as his administrative assistant.

Mr. Ashburner remained in Staunton for three years, from 1908 to 1911, and 
went on to serve as city manager of Springfield, Ohio; Norfolk, Virginia; and 
Stockton, California. The value of his services is indicated from the growth of 
his salary from $2,500 while at Staunton to the $20,000 annual salary which he 
received at Stockton. Ashburner was chosen as the first president of the City 
Managers’ Association in 1914.46 This honor probably stemmed from a recogni-
tion of his services as the first city manager. Staunton was indeed fortunate to 
have selected, both as its first city manager, and as the first to represent a new 
profession, a man whose educational background, experience, and character have 
seldom been surpassed by later managers.

Note: Original footnote numbers were retained in this excerpt.

the First City Manager
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is usually no distinction between 
mayor-council cities with and without 
a CAO. It seems likely that the mayor-
council cities with CAOs will occupy 
an intermediate position between 
council-manager cities and mayor-
council cities without a CAO.8 Com-
paring the perceptions of persons who 
have served as both CAOs and city 
managers, scholar David Ammons 
concludes that “professionalism tends 
to be advanced by the appointment 
of a city administrator and advanced 
even further by the appointment of a 
city manager.”9

ConClusion
The council-manager form is growing 
and continually incorporating new 
practices to strengthen democratic 
leadership, citizen involvement, and 
administrative effectiveness. When the 
basic principles that define the coun-
cil-manager form are used as points 
of reference, it is evident that the form 
has demonstrated flexibility while it 
has preserved its basic characteristics.

The council-manager form and 
other forms based on parliamentary 
principles operate with various com-
binations of electoral features and 
differing degrees of shared executive 
authority with the mayor. Still, they 
incorporate the essential features of 
unified authority, assignment of execu-
tive responsibilities to the professional 
top administrator, and accountability 
of the administrator to the entire coun-
cil. At the same time, the use of a chief 
administrative position is slowly ex-
panding in local governments that use 
elected executive forms of government 
although the United States lags behind 
European countries in which such a 
position is universal.

The external forces working on 
all local governments are the same—
increased media pressure, fracturing 
of interest groups, and a decline in 
social capital that ties groups to each 
other and to the community. Further-
more, the changes in the orientation 
of elected officials—more assertive 
mayors and more activist and constit-
uency-oriented councilmembers—are 
similar in all governments.

All local governments need the 

same qualities—leadership, respon-
siveness, and administrative effective-
ness—as Ehrenhalt has argued. How 
localities achieve and sustain these 
qualities is likely to be shaped by their 
structural features and the principles 
on which they are based.

During the four ICMA Regional Summits held in March and April 2008, ICMA 
Executive Director Bob O’Neill encouraged attendees to participate in a special 
project to document the history and value of the management profession, the 
council-manager form of government, and ICMA.

ICMA’s 100th Anniversary Legacy Celebration kicks off this year at the 2008 
annual conference in Richmond, Virginia, with a series of activities commemorat-
ing the city of Staunton, Virginia. Staunton is celebrating its 100th anniversary as 
the first community to establish the position of city manager this year. ICMA will 
recognize its 100th anniversary in 2014.

But the celebration doesn’t stop with just those communities that will have 
amassed 100 years of professional management by 2014. ICMA is encouraging all 
state and affiliate associations to help capture the history of professional man-
agement by collecting stories as told by the people who made it happen! To join 
in this effort, ICMA asks that you:

1. Identify those individuals in your state (early managers, academics, or elect-
ed officials involved in the creation of charters) who played a major role in cre-
ating or furthering professional management, or who knew or worked for those 
who helped create the profession. Who, for example, are the “local government 
heroes” in your state or region?

2. Conduct video interviews with these individuals—interviews that are simi-
lar to the one Bob O’Neill conducted with former Federal Reserve Chairman 
Paul Volcker, whose father was the first city manager in Teaneck, New Jersey. You 
can view an abbreviated version of that interview online at icmatv.com; click on 
“Bob O’Neill Chats with Paul Volcker” under the Latest News section on the 
left side. To watch the longer 13-minute version, go to http://video.google.com 
and enter “Bob O’Neill interviews Paul Volcker” in the search box.

A list of suggested interview questions is available at http://icma.org/interview 
questions. To link together our past, present, and future, we recommend that you 
consider having a young professional conduct the interview.

3. Submit a copy of your video interview to ICMA for use on icma.org, ICMA 
tv, and in a larger commemorative video that will be featured at the 2014 annual 
conference in Charlotte/Mecklenburg County, North Carolina.

Set aside some time at your next state or affiliate association meeting to de-
velop a plan for participating in this important (and fun!) historical project! More 
information concerning ICMA’s Legacy Celebration is available at icma.org. In 
the meantime, contact Michele Frisby at mfrisby@icma.org or 202/962-3658 if 
you have questions or want to express interest in participating in the project.

Capture Professional Management History:  
Be Part of ICMA’s Legacy Celebration

The council-manager form does 
not automatically produce good 
government without the appropriate 
contributions by elected and admin-
istrative officials. If, however, one 
is choosing the form of government 
most likely to produce sound, long-
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term governance; effective implemen-
tation and service delivery; capable 
management; and transparent, ethi-
cally grounded, and citizen-oriented 
processes, the council-manager form 
is the preferred choice based on its es-
sential structural features.

The experiment of 1908 continues 
to offer a distinct constitutional option 
in American local government. PM
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As part of ICMA’s 100th Anniversary Legacy Celebration, 
ICMA Executive Director Bob O’Neill sat down with Paul 
Volcker, 12th chairman of the U.S. Federal Reserve, to 
capture Volcker’s recollections about his boyhood, which 
included growing up with a father who served as the first 
town manager of Teaneck, New Jersey.

According to Wikipedia:

“Rapid growth led to financial turmoil and inefficiencies in 
the town government resulted in the adoption of a new, 
nonpartisan council-manager form of government under the 
1923 Municipal Manager Law in a referendum on Septem-
ber 16, 1930. A full-time town manager, Paul A. Volcker, Sr. 
. . .was appointed to handle Teaneck’s day-to-day business 
affairs. Volcker’s 20-year term, from 1930 to 1950, provided 
Teaneck with economic stability, zoning and long-term de-
velopment plans, a paid fire department, and civil service for 
township employees. It also established a model for future 
administrations.”

Here is a transcript of the abbreviated interview be-
tween O’Neill and Volcker. To watch the three-minute inter-
view online, visit www.icmatv.com and click on “Bob O’Neill 
Chats with Paul Volcker” under the Latest News section of 
the site.

O’Neill: Thank you for agreeing to talk with us today. I want 
to test your memory here, and I want you to reflect on 
both your childhood but more importantly, your father’s 
contribution to the work that we do in public service. . . .

Volcker: I will do that with great pleasure. I hope I remember 
more or less accurately.  

O’Neill: One of the real values that city managers have 
brought and that was illustrated by the work your father 
did was…of bringing this sort of ethical principles, this fo-
cus on performance and service to the community. Could 
you talk a little bit about that from your experience with 
your dad?

Volcker: Well, it was very clear to me as a child, as a young 
man. . .that my father had great pride in being a city man-
ager; there was no question about that, this was part of 
the family. And, he was an early city manager, and he was 
not politically involved. He became clearly a leading citi-
zen of the community as time passed. It was rather con-

troversial, I think, in the early days but as time passed, the 
town was doing well and considered a model town.  
In some ways, he became a leading personality in the  
community.

O’Neill: You’ve chaired two commissions on public service 
and had a chance to look at both what’s been good about 
it and what we need to focus on in the future. Are there 
some lessons learned particularly for those of us who are 
now trying to attract a new generation to state and local 
government?

Volcker: I don’t notice it in my work on the commission, but 
I’ve [personally] felt for some time that interest in the fed-
eral government for a variety of reasons has obviously gone 
down. It’s part of the sociology of the country and lack of 
trust in government, but it’s also that federal government 
tends to be a big bureaucracy, and if you’re a young fellow. . 
.it’s easy to feel you’re far from the action, depending upon 
where you are. I think for a lot of young people [who are] 
interested in government and want to [work] in govern-
ment, going to the city or state where they’re going to have 
a lot more impact and opportunity to be on their own, so to 
speak, and have some room for initiative, is the place to be.

O’Neill: As you [talk] about your work in ethics, those of us 
who are city managers now and who are members of ICMA 
have benefited greatly from the generation that your father 
represented. [Members of his generation] were committed 
to the principles of ethics that created the ICMA Code of 
Ethics, and now we have both the [ethics] training program 
and enforcement program. It wouldn’t have been there 
without their strong commitment to it.

Volcker: Well, I would be very disappointed on behalf of my 
father if that was not the case! But. . .I am delighted to have 
you say that because it was so much of his life and, I’m de-
lighted to have the opportunity to talk to you. I didn’t know 
that anybody remembered that!

Volcker had more to say about his father’s tenure as a 
manager; leadership and management in government; the im-
portance of ethics; and how strong professional management 
is the “antithesis of the corrupt and politicized environ-
ment.” To view the entire 13-minute interview, go to http://
video.google.com and enter “Bob O’Neill interviews Paul 
Volcker” in the search box.

Bob o’Neill Captures History of Professional Management  
With Former Fed Chairman Paul volcker


