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A fter recent council elections, 16 
Texas city managers were no 
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 
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 
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 
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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 

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.
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and per capita personal income—can 
influence turnover. Economic change, 
good or bad, actually has little effect 
on turnover especially in large cities. 
Positive economic change must be 
longer term to effect a modest decrease 
in turnover. The higher the level of per 
capita income in a community, the more 
likely it will retain its manager.14

10. Local politics. In a study of 10 
Florida cities, two-thirds of manager 
terminations were the direct result of 
political disputes.15

11. Negative environment. A survey 
of 177 newly promoted city managers 
indicates that 9.8 percent were trying to 
escape a negative work environment in 
their previous jobs.16

12. Monetary. Thirteen percent of newly 
promoted managers were seeking more 
pay in a new position.17

13. Normal career advancement. 
Six percent of newly promoted manag-

ers were advancing on their planned 
career paths.18

14. Lack of negotiating and bargain-
ing skills. A survey of 74 city managers 
showed that managers might experience 
difficulty in adjusting to the bargaining 
environment found in policy making with 
the city council.19 Lack of either bargain-
ing skills or the desire to use them, 
especially in what a manager considers a 
political situation, can lead to turnover.
15. Council election format. City 
manager tenure may be shorter under 
councils elected from districts because 
political conflict and parochial interests 
increase in district formats.20

16. Employment agreements between 
council and manager. Employment 
agreements indirectly affect turnover. 
The push factor of community conflict 
exerts more influence when managers 
work under an employment agree-
ment. Pull factors are influenced even 

more by agreements. Managers who 
have held more previous positions 
have shorter tenures when employed 
under employment agreements because 
agreements may facilitate managers’ 
movement and provide review mecha-
nisms that speed their exits.21

17. MPA degree. Managers holding 
master’s of public administration degrees 
are more likely to have longer tenure.22

18. Years of experience. Managers 
with more years of experience have 
longer tenure.23

19. Growth and no-growth communi-
ties. All categories of growth, from zero 
growth to rapid growth, appear to have 
no effect on tenure. Long-serving manag-
ers are found in all categories of growth.24

20. Managerial behavior. A survey of 
31 city managers reveals that a lack of 
collaborative behavior—persuasion, bar-
gaining, negotiating, team building, and 
facilitating—leads to shorter job tenure.25

Warning Signs for At-Risk Manager Jobs
Check the turnover factors that exist in your city or county, with your elected officials, and in your job. The more factors 
you check, the higher your risk for termination by the council. Note that the risk is related to the magnitude of the factor. 
Also, several factors with low magnitudes might equal one factor with a high magnitude. The checklist should facilitate 
your awareness of your job situation so that you can take appropriate action to avoid termination.

FACTORS PUTTING Your Job at Risk Magnitude of Your Turnover Risk
LOW HIGH

Conflict between councilmembers Infrequent On-going

Conflict between you and council Infrequent On-going

Conflict between your roles and council’s roles Infrequent On-going

Conflict in the community Infrequent On-going

Partisan conflict Infrequent On-going

Elected mayor Supported by council No council Support

Initiates good policy Initiates bad policy              

Council turnover New members have no agenda New members have an agenda

City managerial years of experience High Low

High number of managerial positions previously held Without employment agreement                   With employment agreement

MPA degree Yes No

Possess bargaining skills Yes No

Possess collaborative management skills Yes No

Per capita income is low Yes No

Economy Has little effect on turnover. Bad economic news is high risk in short 
run. Good economic news’ increases tenure in the long run.

Figure 1. Checklist of Managers’ Turnover Factors
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No Single Factor
As shown by these 20 factors, many 
variables can affect managers’ tenures; 
it is difficult to attribute turnover to one 
variable; and the specific situation of 
each local government, the council, and 
the manager is important.

Localities can be vastly different, 
council compositions and issues vary, 
and managers’ skills and experience 
vary as well. The main commonalities 
among council-manager cities are their 
form of government and state and 
federal laws establishing the constraints 
within which they govern.

Managers’ commonalities include 
professional norms (ICMA Code of 
Ethics) and education levels (most have 
MPA degrees). Council commonalities 
consist of elected-official norms (associa-
tion of mayors, councilmembers, and 
commissioners), democratic processes, 
and political party affiliations in some of 
the larger cities.

Simply put, differences are great and 
similarities are few, and finding a single 
factor that explains turnover is unlikely.

Most Important Factors
Several of the factors discussed here are 
statistically significant, however, and 
consequently they have the potential 
to exert more influence on managerial 
tenure than the other factors. These 
important factors include various types 
of conflict, managerial performance, 
elected-official turnover, MPA degree, 
years of managerial experience, number 
of managerial positions previously held, 
negotiating and bargaining skills, and 
managerial behavior.

By adapting to these significant fac-
tors (Figure 1), managers have a higher 
probability of surviving in their jobs. In 
other words, new councilmembers re-
quire new perspectives by the manager; 
more conflict requires more managerial 
negotiating and compromise; council 
district elections require more manage-
rial empathy with councilmembers’ per-
spectives; and having a newly elected 
mayor requires flexibility in adapting to 
the mayor’s role expectations.

Once managers have identified the 
factors that could potentially affect their 
job tenure, they should develop a plan to 
address these factors.

Don’t Wait to Identify the Factors
Most managers understand that there are 
many factors affecting their job tenures. 
The problem is that they wait until they 
are being pushed by the council to 
identify the factors. It is usually too late 

by that time. Managers should identify 
the specific factors before they actually 
influence their job tenures and take 
action to remedy the factor before the 
council pushes them out. 
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University of Houston, Houston, Texas 
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