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C
ounty governments in the United States combine deeply rooted traditional struc-

tures and the forms of government developed in the 20th century reform move-

ment. In the August 2008 issue of PM, we used the 100th anniversary of the ad-

dition of a city manager to the government in Staunton, Virginia, as the occasion 

to take stock of form of government in cities. It is appropriate to make a similar 

assessment in counties, which have used the commission-administrator or man-

ager form for more than 80 years.

County and city governments are similar in many respects. Both fill a mission 

that is shaped by the preferences and needs of their residents, both interact exten-

sively with citizens, and both share an emphasis on service delivery. They are also 

different in important respects, and these differences affect how they are struc-

tured and operate.

Counties are administrative subdivisions of the state, and their functions reflect 

both the need to provide uniform administration of certain services as well as the 

effort to provide other services that are unique to a specific county. By their na-

ture, counties are typically larger than cities in land area, population, and budget, 

and they tend to be programmatically more diverse. In many states, structure and 

functions are linked to whether the county has a charter, but most counties do 

not have charters.

Structurally, the traditional county commission form of government was a plu-

ral executive, not the equivalent of the mayor-council form based on separation 

of powers. Both the commission-administrator/manager and the elected executive 

are often viewed as reform institutions.  
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The county commission or board 
of supervisors is responsible for 
budgeting, personnel, and provision 
of services under the control of the 
board, combined along with depart-
ments headed by elected line officers 
and by department heads responsible 
to boards and commissions that oper-
ate under state oversight.

There has been reform of county 
government but rarely comprehensive 
restructuring, in part because some 
features of county government are 
rooted in the state constitution and 
difficult to change unless (and even 
if) the county acquires home rule.

The principles discussed in the Au-
gust article (available online at icma.
org/pm) that distinguish forms of city 
government apply to counties as well. 
If the executive authority exercised by 
the county commission is transferred 
in whole to a county manager or in part 
to a county administrator appointed by 
and responsible to the commission, the 
essential features of council-manager 
government are present. 

When executive authority is sepa-
rated from the commission and 
shifted to an elected executive with 
or without a chief administrative of-
ficer (CAO), the essential features of 
mayor-council government are found.

In the commission form and the 
commission-administrator/manager 
form, separation of powers does not ex-
ist. In the elected executive form, sepa-
ration of powers between the executive 
and the commission does exist.

Brief History of the 
Reform Movement in 
County Government
Local government reformers in the 
early 20th century had specific goals 
for changes in counties. The reform-
ers’ agenda for counties in the period 
1900–1920 included:1

•	 Appointing more county officials 
rather than choosing them by 
election.

•	 Putting more county officials on 
salary and eliminating their depen-
dence on collecting various fees for 
their incomes.

•	 Establishing home rule or the au-

thority of the county to determine 
its structure and what services it 
provides.

•	 Increasing professionalism in 
county government.

One way to improve professional-
ism was for the commission to appoint 
a competent administrator who would 
link the commission and the admin-
istrative staff of the county—in other 
words, a county manager or county 
administrator. In 1927, this new form 
was adopted for the first time by Iredell 
County, North Carolina. In 1930, Ar-
lington County, Virginia, became the 
first county to adopt the commission-
manager form by popular vote.

The pace of adoption of reform in-
stitutions in counties was slow. By the 
mid-1960s, 85 to 90 percent of coun-
ties still used the commission form 
of government.2 In the first decade of 
the 21st century, just over half of the 
counties used the commission form.
Progress in acquiring charters and 

achieving home rule for counties has 
been even slower and less extensive. 
Charters provide a specification of 
governmental structure, functions, 
and fiscal tools. They offer the gov-
ernment the potential for greater 
autonomy, and they have often been 
used as the constitutional foundation 
for local government.

In 1911, California voters ap-
proved the first constitutional amend-
ment to allow counties to adopt home 
rule charters. During the rest of the 
20th century, eligibility to adopt char-
ters spread across the country to 28 

states and more than 1,200 counties. 
Through 2002, however, the number 
of charter counties had reached only 
144, or 12 percent of the counties eli-
gible to adopt a home rule charter.3

With or without charters, counties 
in 32 states may be permitted the free-
dom to make certain changes locally.4 
In comparison, the municipalities 
in 43 states have the same kinds of 
home rule authority. Thus, counties 
are still more likely to be subject to 
Dillon’s rule limiting governmental 
powers to those explicitly authorized 
by the legislature than are cities. Being 
closely tethered to state government 
adds to the difficulty and complexity 
of county government.  

Form of Government
Counties show more variation in the 
characteristics of the forms of govern-
ment than cities do. In a number of 
states—for example, Arizona, Califor-
nia, North Carolina, and Virginia—a 
clearly recognized county manager 
position is supported by law and tra-
dition. In other states, however, the 
status is variable and the number of 
administrators is hard to pin down.5

Similarly, the elected executive 
can be found in organizations that 
were restructured relatively recently 
or in counties whose governments 
have evolved from a long-standing 
elected county judge system mandated 
in several states. To an even greater 
extent than in cities, a form of local 
government reflects a distinctive set of 
structures or practices that reflect basic 
principles but differ in specific details.

Form of government 1989 2001

Commission 61.5% (1,893) 55.4% (1,697)

Commission-administrator/manager 25.4% (781) 31.6% (968)

Elected executive 13.1% (404) 13.0% (398)

Total (3,078) (3,063)

Source: National Association of Counties, County Government Structure (1989 and 
2001).

Figure 1. Breakdown of Form of Government 
in Counties, 1989 and 2001.
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The scope and frequency of struc-
tural change was initially slower and 
more limited in counties than in cities, 
but there is a clear movement toward 
the commission-administrator/manag-
er form of government. There were 
only 240 commission-administrator/
manager counties in 1976,6 but the 
number tripled over the next 13 years. 
A complete breakdown of the number 
and percentage of counties using the 
major forms in 1989 and 2001 pre-
sented in Figure 1 indicates how much 
growth there continues to be in use of 
this form. 

Note in Figure 1 that the number of 
counties using the commission form 
without an administrator has declined, 
whereas the number with either an 
administrator or manager has in-
creased by another 24 percent in 12 
years. The number of counties with 
elected executives has remained es-
sentially the same. In 2008, ICMA 
recognizes 190 counties as council-
manager governments and 231 as 
general management governments.

In addition, the use of appointed 
administrators and elected execu-
tives is more prevalent as popula-
tion increases. Among the largest 
counties providing information in 
a 1993 survey, the commission-
administrator form was used in 54 
percent, elected executive in 39 
percent, and the commission form 
in only 7 percent of the counties.7

Thus, many people are being 
served in a relatively small number of 
counties where professional adminis-
trators or elected executives are likely 
to be found. Scholar Beverly Cigler 
has estimated that fewer than 170 
counties contain more than half the 
U.S. population.8 These counties are 
most likely to use the commission-
administrator/manager form followed 
by the elected executive form.

Of the counties with elected execu-
tives, almost three-quarters are found 
in three states that have tradition-
ally required all counties to have an 
elected judge (Arkansas), judge ex-
ecutive (Kentucky), or county mayor 
or executive (Tennessee). These states 
have not recently adopted the county 
executive as a government reform.

Of the counties that have chosen to 
change the form of government in the 
20th century onward, far more have 
adopted the commission-administrator/ 
manager form of government. Some 
elected county executives employ a 
CAO who works with the executive 
and commission, like CAOs who 
work for mayors and councils in city 
government. However, the extent of 
appointing CAOs across all county 
executive governments is not known.

Although regional differences are 
often considered in studies that ex-
amine structural differences in coun-
ties, the state variable is rarely used. 
This is perhaps the most important 
distinction to make when comparing 
cities and counties. Counties are con-
siderably more dependent on states 

for financing and face greater legal 
constraints when choosing form of 
government than are cities.

The consideration of abandoning the 
use of the commission-administrator/ 
manager form through the referen-
dum process has been rare in counties 
during the past two decades. Change 
in form is less likely to be an issue 
that voters decide (except as part of 
the shift to charter county status or 
city-county consolidation).

Between 1990 and 2008, ICMA has 
recorded more than 150 referenda to 
change charters in cities, but only eight 
in counties. The results, however, have 
been virtually identical. In approxi-
mately three-quarters of the counties 
and cities, the council-manager form 

was retained or adopted. Still, govern-
mental structure has been relatively 
stable in comparison with cities.

Other Structural 
Features
With regard to elections, there are two 
substantial differences between coun-
ties and cities. First, whereas mayors in 
council-manager cities are now usually 
directly elected, it appears that most 
chairpersons in counties are chosen by 
other commissioners.9 Only 23 percent 
are directly elected making them more 
like the structure of city government 
recommended by the second Model 
City Charter that endorsed the council- 
manager form.

The typical county commission is 
partisan (82 percent) and elected by 

district (62 percent) or a combina-
tion of district and at-large seats 
(11 percent). Nonpartisan and at-
large elections are more common 
in cities. The method of selection 
is viewed as having important im-
pacts on definition of constituency, 
legislative style, and leadership in 
cities. Presumably, these character-
istics matter in counties as well.

Administrative 
Fragmentation
An area of special concern to 
counties is internal fragmentation. 
Change in form does not necessar-
ily mean the overall reorganization 
of county government under the 

direction of the executive. Coun-
ties generally have a high number 
of elected department heads (for ex-
ample, sheriffs and county clerks) and 
a number of quasi-independent agen-
cies, boards, and commissions.

As Sedgwick County, Kansas, 
County Manager William Buchanan 
points out, the election of many line 
department heads (he identifies 10 
elected officials) “makes the concept 
of singular executive authority cloudy 
at best.”10 These conditions of frag-
m e n t a t i o n 
of authority, 
lack of cen-
tralized deci-
sion making, 
and political 

The consideration of 
abandoning the use 
of the commission-
administrator 
form through the 
referendum process 
has been rare in 
counties during the 
past two decades.

Read the article on taking 
stock of the form of  
government in cities at 
icma.org/pm/9007.

++ icma.org/pm
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competition make counties highly 
vulnerable to conflict and heighten 
the need to better understand how 
to strengthen cooperative patterns of 
interaction in counties.11

Some counties reduce the scope of 
authority for elected row officers by 
assigning some of their functions to 
departments that are accountable to 
the executive or county administrator. 
There are, for example, county police 
departments that handle law enforce-
ment (as in Gwinnett County, Geor-
gia, and Arlington County, Virginia) 
and county corrections departments 
that have taken over functions usually 
administered by the elected sheriff 
(in Montgomery County, Mary-
land, and Orange County, Florida). 

Separate boards of health, social 
services, and mental health have 
been consolidated under a human 
services board that is advisory to 
the county commission in Wake 
County, North Carolina. We need 
to know more about how common 
such practices are.

Counties and Urban 
Regions
County administrators have the op-
portunity to work with town and 
city managers and other municipal 
officials on developing regional ap-
proaches to issues that don’t stop at 
city boundaries. They often have the 
need to work with other counties in 
their region as well. Counties may fall 
into one of three settings in relationship 
to urban regions (technically, metro-
politan statistical areas or MSAs):

•	 Non-metropolitan county: 1,941 
counties are outside metropolitan 
areas.

•	 Single-county metropolitan statis-
tical areas (MSAs): 145 counties 
encompass the entire MSA.

•	 Multiple county MSAs: 952 coun-
ties are part of these 216 MSAs 
made up of two or more counties.

The non-metropolitan counties are 
important governments for small-town 
and rural populations. They are the 
biggest governments around, but their 
small size and lack of a large urban 

center limits the resources from which 
they can draw to provide services. 

The single-county metropolitan 
areas have the potential to encour-
age planning for the entire region 
and coordination of the city govern-
ments and special districts within 
their boundaries. If the structural 
change to city-county consolidation 
is achieved in these counties, a high 
degree of regional consolidation is 
achieved.12 Single-county regions tend 
to be moderate-sized, with an average 
population of 273,000.

Most metropolitan counties are 
found in larger metropolitan areas 

with two or more counties. At the 
upper end of the range, there are 41 
extremely large urban regions out of 
a total of 361 that have six or more 
counties, have an average population 
of over 2.5 million, and encompass 
more than 400 counties.

All counties in dual to multicounty 
regions need to cooperate and coor-
dinate with other counties as well as 
with the cities and special districts 
within their boundaries, and this need 
increases as the scale of regions grows. 
Even greater intergovernmental chal-
lenges will arise in megapolitan regions 
encompassing more than one MSA.

Reform and Spending
Research has shown differences in 
county performance indicators based 

on form of government. Several 
studies have found higher per capita 
expenditures in reformed county gov-
ernments—those having an appointed 
administrator or an elected execu-
tive—and spending is even greater 
when the county has a charter.13

Reformed counties are likely to 
have an expanded role in service 
delivery compared with their unre-
formed counterparts. Professional 
administrators help to identify unmet 
service needs in the county. Scholar 
Ed Benton finds that spending for 
regional but nontraditional services—
disaster preparedness, comprehensive 

planning, county (as opposed to 
neighborhood) parks, and commu-
nity colleges—increased substan-
tially and at a faster pace than was 
the case in these counties during 
the period preceding the change in 
the form of government.14

Many counties are experienc-
ing rapid population growth and 
greater urbanization. With these 
changes come an increasing role in 
service provision and a movement 
away from the traditional commis-
sion government. Reform increases 
the capacity of local government to 
address the problems and challeng-
es of their communities. Reformed 
local government is not simply 
concerned with greater efficiency 
and lower spending. This finding 
from counties needs to be exam-

ined more fully in cities as well.

Impact of Council-
Administrator/Manager 
Form in Counties
County administrators and managers 
have improved the administration of 
the extensive service delivery respon-
sibilities and management functions 
of counties and offered advice in han-
dling the growing policy challenges 
that counties have faced. They have 
supported the elected commission 
and enhanced their decision-making 
capability.

Far fewer studies to measure the 
impact of different structures and 
processes have been conducted in 
counties than in cities. We expect that 
the benefits of professional practice 

With or without 
charters, counties 
in 32 states may 
be permitted the 
freedom to make 
certain changes 
locally. In comparison, 
the municipalities in 
43 states have the 
same kinds of home 
rule authority.
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found in cities will also be present in 
county government, but much of this 
research remains to be done.

Distinctive contributions from the 
county administrator and manager 
are particularly important in county 
government. Internally, the role of the 
county manager is “coordinator in 
chief,” creating an integrated organi-
zation, including officials the manager 
does not control.

County administrators and man-
agers must be capable of creating a 
negotiated structure based on coordi-
nation and some controls rather than 
a formally centralized structure.15 Ex-
ternally, the county managers must be 
adept at intergovernmental relations.

County managers deal with state 
and federal government agencies as a 
part of their routine operation. They 
work extensively with nonprofit or-
ganizations in human services, and 
they must help to foster and sustain 
intergovernmental cooperation and 
networking with municipal govern-
ments and special districts.

In the majority of regions with two 
or more counties, county managers 
have a critical role to play as govern-
ments need to cooperate with other 
counties as well.

Given the role of the county man-
ager in fostering intergovernmental and 
intersectoral cooperation, we would ex-
pect the presence of a county manager 
to reduce conflict related to structural 
fragmentation in county government. 
County managers report that an essen-
tial feature of their job is facilitating re-
lationships between and among elected 
and administrative officials, although 
one study suggests that the presence of 
an appointed manager increases conflict 
in county government.16

It is likely that the presence of a 
professional administrator increases 
the scrutiny given to requests from 
elected department heads or autono-
mous commissions compared with 
a greater tendency to accommodate 
requests in the commission form. 
Buchanan observes that objections by 
the county manager to proposals that 
promote partisan advantage are likely 
to produce conflict.17

County administrators need to pro-

vide independent and honest profes-
sional advice to elected officials. The 
approach of county administrators is 
not the same as the assertive behav-
ior of the elected executive who may 
generate conflict by seeking power 
over the commission. Former County 
Administrator David Krings, Hamil-
ton County, Ohio, has observed that 
confusion about who is responsible 
for performance “can result because 
of the power mix between the elected 
board and elected executive.”18

Holding Its Own
Governmental reform is taking hold 
in county governments. A majority 
of counties still use the commission 
form, but the numbers are declining. 
The elected county executive form 
is holding its own but still is largely 
found in three states where there is 
a long-standing state mandate to use 
the form.

The commission-administrator/
manager form has been continuously 
growing and now represents almost 
one-third of the counties in the Unit-
ed States. Because the form tends to 
be found when population is greater, 
these counties serve far more than 
one-third of the American population. 

Counties have been slow to take ad-
vantage of the opportunity for home 
rule although many counties are pur-
suing a comprehensive array of tra-
ditional, urban, and regional services 
without home rule charters.

County administrators must take 
full advantage of limited resources 
and be adept at persuasion and 
building partnerships. They are de-
veloping a high level of competence 
in using collaborative leadership 
methods both within and beyond 
their organizations.

The council-manager form and the 
expanded use of chief administrative 
officers offer a model approach to 
blending political and professional 
leadership in complex counties as 
well as more clearly structured cities. 
In both settings, the goal of profes-
sional administrators is to support 
sound governance by elected officials, 
serve the public with dedication and 
compassion, and manage public af-
fairs with a commitment to excellence 
and innovation. PM
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