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De-Termination

TALES
OF

Two PM readers 
generously share 
their encounters 
with employment 
terminations, 
prompted by PM’s 
call for stories in 

the September 2009 article, “Causes of Manager 
Turnover,” by James Thurmond. It is one thing 
to read about the termination phenomenon from 
a studied perspective and another experience to 
hear about it fi rst-hand from someone who has 
lived it. These two stories validate Thurmond’s 
“20 turnover factors” with personal insights that 
any manager can relate to.
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A
fter recent council elections, 16 

Texas city managers were no 

longer employed, which is about 
longer employed, which is about 

3 percent of the total city management 

profession in the Lone Star state.1 This 

number does not seem unwarranted, 

especially in the aftermath of the an-

nual May city elections when turnover 

occurs frequently on councils, followed 

by increased city manager turnover. The 

first culprit identified in manager turn-

over is usually the elected officials who 

want change. Is this really the case, or 

is it just coffee table talk? Academic 

research has identified other factors 

than the council that influence manager 

turnover, and 20 of these factors are 
turnover, and 20 of these factors are 

discussed below.

Managers leave their jobs for a 

variety of reasons, most of which can be 

categorized as either “push” or “pull” 

factors. Push factors include unstable 

local politics, the council’s lack of con-

fidence in the manager, or managerial 

disagreements with the council. 2

Pull factors—ambition factors—

include the manager’s career advance-

ment, salary advancement, desire for 

a larger government organization, and 

desire for new experiences. Push is 

usually the council s decision; pull is 
usually the council’s decision; pull is 

the manager’s.

Usually the first cause of manager 

turnover is identified as the top elected 

official’s displeasure with the manager, 

which results in pushing the manager 

out. The council’s role in pushing out 

the manager also is not surprising, but 

why the council pushes is not easily 

identifiable. Councils are notoriously 

vague in explaining why managers are 

fired, possibly a wise strategy because 

of legal or political reasons. Legally, 

councilmembers know they might be 

sued by the manager, and politically, 

they know they might lose the next elec-

tion, especially if the manager is popular 

in the community.

I propose, however, that frequently 

councilmembers are not sure why 

they fire managers. The reason might 

be nonperformance; conflict with the 

council; citizen complaints; noncon-

gruence between the council and the 

manager in style, roles, or behavior; or 

the fact that the council just happened 

to meet when they all had problems 

with the manager.3

Councilmembers might be vague 

because they are being pushed by such 

outside forces as citizens who have 

issues with the manager or a sense 

of the community that it is time for 

a change. Consequently, the council 

believes that something must be done, 

and firing the city manager is a good 

way of doing something.

Twenty Turnover Factors

To avoid termination for as long as pos-

sible, managers would be wise to know 

the factors that influence turnover and 

then address the appropriate factors for 

their personal situations:

1. Conflict. Many types of conflict are 

inherent by-products of the democratic 

process; conflict is not necessarily 

a bad thing because it can lead to 

better decisions.4 Ongoing conflict 

is not conducive to a pleasant work 

environment, however, and it does not 

facilitate policy making and can lead to 

manager turnover.

A survey of 174 managers in 1999 by 

James Kaatz, Edward French, and Hazel-

Prentiss Cooper found that political 

conflict causes increased burnout among 

managers, but policy conflict does not 

cause burnout. It is possible that burnout 

is more prevalent among managers who 

are more technically inclined than politi-

cally oriented.5

Political conflict among coun-

cilmembers or between mayor and 

council does not necessarily push the 

manager out of a job, but it could 

create problems if the manager is 

identified with the faction that loses 

control of the council. Also, constant 

conflict within the council can lead 

to the manager searching for another 

job.6 Nonpolitical conflict between the 

manager and elected officials includes 

disagreements over public policy or 

differences between the manager’s 

behavior and the officials’ behavior.

Ideally the council establishes the 

city’s mission and the manager adminis-

ters city operations. Any deviation from 

this pattern may lead to role conflict. A 

council that meddles in city operations 

increases conflict.7 Community conflict 

over issues such as school board politics 

or neighborhood problems may affect 

the relationship between the council 

and the manager. Also, partisan conflict 

involving Democratic Party or Republi-

can Party disputes may also spill over 

into council and manager relations.8

2. Manager’s role orientations. The roles 

taken by the manager—active versus 

passive policy making or strong versus 

weak community leadership—must 

meet the elected officials’ expectations.9

There should be a good fit between the 

manager and the council on roles taken 

and roles expected.

3. Managers with less than full confi-

dence of the council. Managers report-

ing less than full confidence of the 

council depart within two years even 

if local polit  ics are stable. If policy 

disagreement also exists between the 

manager and the council, the probabil-

ity of turnover is even higher.10

4. Elected mayor. Conflict between an 

elected mayor and the manager is more 

common than with an appointed mayor. 

Elected mayors often conclude that they 

have a mandate to do something, and 

they want the manager to be supportive 

and not a hindrance. The potential 

for conflict is great, especially when 

the mayor wants to do something not 

supported by the council or not good 

public policy.

 5. Council changed by election. 

The greater the proportion of coun-

cilmembers not reelected, the greater 

the chance the manager will leave. 

Managers must understand that the new 

council has its own new organizational 

chemistry, which requires a learning 

curve by both parties.

6. Demographic composition of the 

city. Cities are either homogeneous or 

heterogeneous in such areas as income, 

race, ethnicity, and social conditions. 

Because homogeneous conditions reduce 

conflict and increase political stability, 

turnover should be lower in homoge-

neous cities.11

7. Poverty rate. The proportion of 

population below the poverty level is 

associated with lower turnover. For each 

percentage point of the population below 

the poverty level, the manager’s tenure is 

increased by one month.12

8. Financial condition of the city. 

Wealthy cities are more politically stable, 

and the manager’s performance in 

wealthy cities may be noncontroversial, 

thus leading to less turnover. Finance-

related issues as taxes, debt levels, and 

bond ratings have no significant effect 

on turnover.13

9. Manager’s performance. Two indica-

tors for performance in economic de-

velopment activities—economic change 

By James Thurmond
If you’ve ever been terminated, 

or narrowly avoided termination, 

would you be willing to share 

your insights about the warning 

signs—how to spot them, how to 

handle them, or even how to avoid 

a state of denial—by contributing 

your story to PM?

Of the 20 factors James 

Thurmond identifies, which ones 

were a strong component of 

your experience? What changes 

did you make as a result of your 

experience? Your colleagues will 

appreciate hearing from those of 

you who’ve been there. Send your 

story to bpayne@icma.org.

BEEN THERE?

CAUSES OF
         MANAGERturnov  re
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Termination 
Lessons

Spring 2009 ushered in two sig-
nifi cant professional milestones 
for me. The fi rst was a notice 

from ICMA recognizing 30 years of 
public service; the second was a 
notice from my board of supervisors 
exercising the termination-without-
cause paragraph of my contract.

I had spent 29 years in California 
county government, 20 of them as a 
chief administrator. During that time, 
I had had the diffi cult task of fi ring 
some people, but this was my fi rst 
time being on that proverbial other 
side of the table.

The story also happened to be 
a local media delight because it in-
volved allegations from the assistant 
CAO of a hostile work environment 
and revelations of her affair with a 
union offi cial while negotiating with 
him on behalf of the county. Several 
months after my termination, her 
personal relationship led to her fi ring 
for cause and her subsequent lawsuit 
against the county, which also named 
me personally for allegedly creating 
that hostile work environment.

Although the ACAO’s allegations 
were not the reason for my termina-
tion, they provided an opportunity for 
some of the supervisors to push for 
my departure. The board was careful 
to make clear that its action to end 
my employment was on a contractual 
“for convenience” basis and, in fact, 
board members did not investigate 
the allegations until after voting to 
terminate me.

The connection, however, was 
made in the local media, and 
although I believe the legal process 

will ultimately show her allegations 
to be without merit, there is no 
question my career will be tainted by 
these events.

So, I’m responding to James 
Thurmond’s article in the September 
PM on what insights I can offer 
colleagues from this experience. Thur-
mond’s 20 turnover factors certainly 
capture the various dynamics that 
come into play when a termination 
happens, and mine was no different. 
For this discussion, I will split the 
factors into two groups: personality 
and circumstances.

Personality
I was CAO in San Luis Obispo 
County, California, for 11 years and, 
by 2009, board membership had 
completely turned over since the 
supervisors hired me in 1998. The 
1998 board had wanted a strong-
manager model and looked to me 
to run the organization. Turnover 
brought in different personalities 
who wanted to be much more 
hands-on, and lines of authority 
became much more ambiguous.

By 2009, tension on this issue 
was real with four of the fi ve super-
visors. This tension was exacerbated 
by a feeling among the supervisors 
that I was associated too much with 
the previous board—a board that had 
been rejected by the voters in the 
2008 elections. Most managers know 
such circumstances are not unusual 
in our business, and the democratic 
process may bring a personality mix 
that simply doesn’t work. A manager 
must learn to recognize this reality 
quickly and be prepared to move 
on—or be moved on!

Circumstances
Tensions within the organization, or 
the community, are often bad news 
for a manager’s tenure. In San Luis, 

such tensions were generated by 
budget and growth management—
both familiar territory to many of my 
colleagues. In bad fi nancial times, the 
manager is the face of a cut budget, 
which is welcomed by neither the 
community nor the elected body.

Such was the case in San Luis 
and, after two years of budget cuts, I 
had accumulated signifi cant negative 
baggage. In addition, growth manage-
ment had been the focal point of 
the 2008 elections and, in a sharply 
divided community, two incumbents 
were defeated. A pro-development 

board was replaced by a pro-envi-
ronment board, and association with 
the old board was not good news. 
The new board members forced out 
the county planning director shortly 
before they fi red me—both of us 
having that old-board baggage by the 
nature of our jobs.

The third variable to note under this 
category is the type of manager running 
the organization. In my case, the 1998 
board had hired me, specifi cally, to 
act as a change agent. They believed 

I’d urge colleagues 
with a passion for 
public service to 
do the job regard-
less but recognize 
that you may be 
required to leave 
on any given day.  
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DAVID EDGE
Former CAO
San Luis Obispo County, 
California
mageedge@msn.com

the organizational culture lacked an 
emphasis on accountability, perfor-
mance, and customer service.

Although such a shift is not 
new in our business, it was a huge 
shift for San Luis, and it generated 
a lot of resentment from those who 
were benefi ting from the status 
quo. That resentment found some 
sympathetic ears when board 
members changed.

By May 2009, this mix of 
personality and circumstances left 
me with a board that did not value 
my role as an organizational leader. 
I believe they were content to let me 
stay through my planned retirement 
at the end of the year, but they were 
also ready to take advantage of the 
particular circumstances at the time 
and fi re me in order to show their 
intent to change the organization.

Lessons from My Story
In politics, perception trumps per-
formance. Those things that I was 
hired to do were done effectively, 
but when I was perceived as the 
problem, the performance became 
irrelevant. I’d urge colleagues with 
a passion for public service to do 
the job regardless but recognize 
that you may be required to leave 
on any given day.

It can be lonely at the top. My 
experience suggests that one can 
be friendly—but not friends—with 
employees or elected members. The 
manager is always the manager, and 
for many individuals the top job 
may not be the right job. I submit, 
for many, the most fulfi lling and 
satisfying position is in a key as-
sistant slot. I’d encourage colleagues 
to think deeply on this issue and not 
be swayed by our “promotion = 
success” mentality.

Communicate, communicate, 
communicate. The organizational 
culture will create the stories in 

the absence of your leadership 
conversation. Keep employees in 
the loop. For the elected body, 
show appropriate professional def-
erence in the public setting but be 
willing to have what David Whyte 
calls “courageous conversations” 
with them in private. I believe ef-
fective government depends on the 
person who is willing to tell the 
emperor he is wearing no clothes. 
This is the manager’s role, and 
sometimes it may cost you your 
job. If you don’t do it, however, 
you are no longer effective.

Have a comprehensive employ-
ment agreement. Divorce court 
is not the place to be working 
out the details! On the occasions 
that I had terminated people for 
no cause, I had always offered a 
resignation-letter-plus-severance-
package option to them. I had not, 
however, included such language 
in my contract. When we reached 
the point of separation, the board 
of supervisors was not willing to 
offer the resignation option unless I 
agreed to a lesser severance.

Ours is a noble and fulfi lling 
profession. This is more a post-
script than a lesson. I would not 
have chosen this particular fi nale 
for myself, but I cannot imagine 
a better career overall than I have 
been privileged to enjoy for the 
past three decades.

Public service remains a most 
noble profession, and pursuing 
continuous improvement in one’s 
community and the organiza-
tions that serve it is worth all the 
personal sacrifi ces that go along 
with the job of chief administrator. 
I’d do it over without hesitation.

One Take 
On Under-
standing 

Management 
Turnover

I served as the town manager 
of Cave Creek, Arizona, from 
July 1990 through February 

1995. It was my second position as 
town manager, and I thought I was 
ready for it. My master’s degree is in 
regional planning.

In retrospect, maybe I was 
overreaching. My years at Cave 
Creek were some of the most 
harrowing of my life. I say this 
because the town’s politics was so 
volatile that I never knew from one 
day to the next whether I would 
be terminated—regardless of my 
job performance. Of the 20 factors 
James Thurmond identifi ed in his 
September PM article, certainly 
confl ict among the members of the 
town council played a part in my 
eventual termination.

I was hired by the Cave Creek 
Town Council several months after the 
mayor survived an extremely divisive 
recall election. In turn, I was hired on 
a split town council vote, and from 
the beginning of my employment I 
certainly suffered from less than full 
confi dence of the council.

During my tenure a new mayor 
took offi ce each year. The last mayor 
in that string of mayors was the only 
member of the town council who 
voted against terminating me when 
the question came up the fi nal time.

As each new mayor took offi ce, 
I had to determine how to respond 
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I had a personal 
commitment to 
the citizens of the 
town that I intend-
ed to attempt to 
fulfi ll regardless of 
shifts in the town 
council’s attitude 
toward me.

CARL STEPHANI, ICMA-CM
Executive Director
Central Connecticut Regional 
Planning Agency
Bristol, Connecticut

carl@ccrpa.org

to that mayor’s demands to change my 
approach to such major projects as the 
expansion of our wastewater treatment 
and collection system, the management 
of our road maintenance and improve-
ment program, the prosecution of 
zoning enforcement, town zoning, and 
our daily operations.

The fi rst mayor was strong on 
zoning enforcement and uninterested 
in the wastewater system because she 
feared that an improved system would 
foster growth. My second mayor was 
the opposite. My third mayor was by 
profession an engineer who generally 
opposed actions in support of growth, 
although he had an intense interest in 
the details of our gravel road mainte-
nance and improvement program.

My fourth mayor was a strong 
no-growth advocate who, although she 
inherited a major wastewater system 
improvement that was in the fi nal 
preliminary design stage, really didn’t 
want the project to be completed.

Issues to Confront
The attitudes and approaches of each 
of these mayors resulted in issues being 
raised in open town council meetings 
without any advance warning to staff, 
consultants, or other councilmembers 
in order to disrupt a process or confuse 
opponents. In such a situation, it was 
diffi cult for me to develop any rapport 
with my mayors, who generally consid-
ered me a partisan opponent in relation 
to their high-interest issues.

A signifi cant amount of turnover 
on the council also occurred during 
my tenure. The demographics of the 
town’s leadership were changing in 
the early 1990s, from longtime resident 
businesspeople to newly arrived and 
younger professional commuters from 
the central Phoenix metro area.

A year before I was hired, the town 
council, which appoints the planning 
commission members, fi led an unsuc-
cessful lawsuit to attempt to overturn a 

decision of their own planning com-
mission. During my tenure, I wrote a 
completely new zoning ordinance for 
the town (it was recognized as the “out-
standing project” of 1993 by the Small 
Town and Rural Planning Division of the 
American Planning Association), and 
I wrote the town a new general plan, 
which was adopted by the planning 
commission and town council.

Turmoil and contention were con-
stants on the town council during my 
tenure, with split votes initially generally 
favoring the old-timers. During one 
council executive session, one member 
of the council stood up abruptly and 
before walking out of the meeting 
threw a three-inch binder of wastewater 
system reports and studies across the 
oval table around which we were sitting, 
hitting our 69-year-old mayor full-square 
in the chest. The mayor chose not to 
take legal action.

At least a couple of times before I 
was terminated, I was advised privately 
by members of the council that it looked 
like the council would vote to terminate 
me at the next council meeting. I did 
not take any evasive or assertive action 
in response to those warnings; neither 
did I encourage anyone to provide me 
with such warnings because I intended 
to continue to attempt to do my job to 
the best of my ability. I had a personal 
commitment to the citizens of the town 
that I intended to attempt to fulfi ll 
regardless of shifts in the town council’s 
attitude toward me.

Have Your Parachute Ready
As far as what others can take from 
my experience, I suppose it is that not 
all warnings of impending termina-
tions need to be believed, no matter 
their source, and that it is never good 
to accept an appointment to a top 
management position without some 
“parachute” included in your employ-
ment agreement. I took the position 
somewhat out of a sense of urgency 

about leaving my last position, and, 
as a result, did not assure before I 
accepted the position that I had a 
reasonable exit policy outlined for my 
eventual departure.

I should have either declined 
to accept the position when it was 
fi rst offered to me or negotiated an 
employment contract that would have 
provided me some security in case of a 
termination. Failing to do that left me in 
an extremely vulnerable position during 
my entire tenure with the town.

As a result of my experience in 
Cave Creek, I began to look more 
closely into the politics of the towns I 
considered applying to for employ-
ment, because I did not want to work 
for another town like Cave Creek that 
was in the midst of so many divisive 
changes. My experience taught me 
that 1) some local governments have a 
culture that supports sacrifi cing 
management leadership as a problem-
solving tool, and 2) it is perfectly 
reasonable, professional, and noble to 
decline an appointment to serve in 
such communities. 


