
Preparing Councils for  
Their Work

he legitimacy of an individual councilmember's power comes directly from 

the electorate, but respect and influence cannot be presumed; they have to be 

earned through action. The manager's position, however, comes from profes-

sional qualifications to manage and provide policy guidance. In contrast with 

members of the council, the local government manager and professional staff 

benefit from a long-term familiarity with issues, specialization, and technical 

expertise and also from an organizational structure familiar to all. 

As we know, linking politics and the work of a governing body with the man-

agement of government involves an ongoing set of tasks and challenges. The 

idea of council-manager government is that political and administrative realms 

can be in partnership and not dependent on the system of checks and balances 

that characterizes our state and federal governments, where separation of legis-

lative and executive powers is valued. 

The relationship between the manager and the elected officials sets a tone 

for the entire local government. Although some elected officials shy away from 

acknowledging a team or partner relationship between and among members of 

council and between the council and the staff, it is critical that the professional 

manager prepares the council for its work. 

In part, this takes place as the manager helps the council build its capacity to 

work as a body, earning respect for one another and in an effective partnership 

with staff. In this article, we set out some of the ways the manager can facilitate 

the building of council capacity. 
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CENTRAL TASKS OF A 

GOVERNING BODY 
In a formal sense, the role of a govern-
ing body is set out in a typical statement 
such as “the council is charged with pro-
viding overall leadership for the local 
government by enacting laws and allo-
cating resources for programs, services, 
and activities.” Individuals are elected by 
voters who, in turn, expect the council 
to listen to their concerns and address 
their individual issues. 

As accurate as these phrases are, 
they do not fully convey the work of 
the council, and they are insufficient to 
help new councilors understand what is 
expected of them. In fact, short phrases 
only rarely capture the council’s work. 
Local norms and tradition are as im-
portant as any charter when it comes 
to understanding the council’s work. In 
addition, the composition of a council 
can influence how the council and the 
individual members see their roles. 

To be effective, councilmembers must 
talk about their work, what they think is 
expected of them, and what they expect 
of each other. 

OBSTACLES 

TO EFFECTIVE 

GOVERNANCE 
Although councils differ, three obstacles 
to council effectiveness are fundamental. 
First, councils that are willing to deal 
with big issues will have to confront 
conflicting political values. These values 
include representation, efficiency, social 
equity, and individual rights. Choices 
among values are not choices between 
right and wrong, and councils searching 
for “correct” answers to policy issues are 
bound to become frustrated. 

Second, councilors must confront the 
difficult values work they are respon-
sible for in the absence of hierarchy—
the mayor is not the boss. How many 
jobs have you had where no one was in 
charge? 

The third obstacle is the difference in 
perspective between council and staff—
differences that are often difficult to un-
derstand because while council and staff 
use the same words, they speak a differ-
ent language. 

The tools we identify below are in-
tended to enable a willing council to 
deal with difficult issues by building 
council capacity. An important piece of 
that capacity is an effective partnership 
with staff. 

TOOLS TO BUILD GOOD 

GOVERNANCE 
Adopting policy in open session where 
political values are constantly colliding 
is not for the faint at heart. What can 
the manager do to prepare the council, 
largely made up of amateur politicians 
(no disrespect intended), for its work? 

First, we want to emphasize that 
staff can help prepare the council for its 
work, but the council is responsible for 
that work, and the council bears a good 
deal of responsibility for building its 
own capacity. The goal is a partnership, 
and staff members who take too much 
responsibility for the council’s work may 
actually create a dependency rather than 
an effective partnership. 

In our collective 50 years of experi-
ence working with and for elected and 
appointed local government profession-
als, we have seen several practices that 
are effective tools in managers’ tool kits 
to help overcome the barriers to council 
and staff working effectively. 

ORIENTATION 
Ideally, the orientation process begins 
before the election, when individuals 
declare their candidacy for council. The 
manager’s opportunity to prepare them 

begins then: open the doors of city hall 
to the candidates and provide them with 
nonconfidential correspondence and 
copies of agenda materials. After the 
election, meet individually with those 
elected to find out their concerns; offer 
to allow them to explore areas of com-
munity business of particular interest. 

As soon as practical after the elec-
tion, the manager should arrange for a 
full orientation for new members of the 
governing body—invite the continu-
ing members to attend as well—and 
provide them with “Government 101.” 
Brief them on current issues, the status 
of long-range plans and capital projects, 
and the budget process. In its orienta-
tion, Shoreline, Washington, covers 
both the basics of members’ service on 
the council as well as specific govern-
ment projects (see box). 

Provide tours of operational facilities. 
Let them see the garage where the city 
cares for its fleet and even the shop where 
it stores and maintains its lawnmowers. A 
tour of water and wastewater treatment 
facilities is fascinating and allows the be-
hind-the-scene workers who do the city’s 
business every day to shine. 

But also remember that if staff pre-
pare the agenda for the orientation, the 
agenda likely will be based on what 
staff members think the council needs 
to know in order to be effective. Every 
new councilmember must face two cru-
cial questions: How do I get my issues 
on the political agenda of other coun-
cilmembers and staff? How do I influ-
ence other councilmembers effectively? 
Rarely do staff-developed orientations 
include discussion of these kinds of 
questions. 

That is why it is essential to put new 
members in contact with former coun-
cilmembers who are regarded as exem-
plars and, if possible, make them part 
of the orientation. Importantly, these 
exemplars should represent a range of 
styles so new members can become ac-
quainted with and relate to at least one 
former councilmember. 

RETREATS AND GOAL 

SETTING 
During a council retreat, probably the 
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most important activity of the govern-
ing body is spending time articulating 
what it wants to accomplish, as a body, 
during its time in office. The most ef-
fective councils hold annual sessions 
where goals are revisited, updated, and 
validated. 

These sessions, like the orientation, 
should be seen as annual events so there 
is no debate on whether they should 
take place. Goal setting occurs most ef-
fectively in a retreat environment where 
the entire day (or two) is set aside for the 
purpose of reaching consensus on coun-
cil priorities. Having department heads 
attend these discussions provides staff 

with important context for understand-
ing the “why” behind the priorities. 

As part of setting goals, the council 
and staff should come to an agreement 
on how the council wants to be informed 
about progress on goals and objectives. 
During the retreat the council can also 
focus on improving working relation-
ships within the council by discussing 
norms and behavior and exploring per-
sonal styles in a guided discussion with 
a trainer and facilitator. 

An exploration of styles should not 
be minimized. It is important because 
all councilmembers are equals. The un-
intended consequence of equality is that 

no one has the power and authority to 
resolve conflict or set or legitimize plans 
and direction. 

In the absence of the hierarchical 
structure we are all accustomed to day in 
and day out, a gathering of equals who 
are dealing with problems for which 
there are no correct answers highlights 
differences in ways individual members 
exercise influence, how much informa-
tion they need, the extent to which they 
see themselves as a group, how they 
deal with conflict, and even the kinds 
of concerns individually they think are 
worth considering. 

REGULAR ONE-TO-ONE 

MEETINGS 
Although the formal relationship is be-
tween the manager and the councilmem-
bers as a body, nurturing individual 
relationships is an important compo-
nent of creating a productive working 
relationship between council and staff. 
At a minimum, the manager should 
have one-to-one time with members of 
council at least once each quarter. Many 
managers visit much more frequently 
with individual councilmembers. 

This is especially important when the 
council itself is divided. If the manager 
meets only with members of the majori-
ty, the manager plays into the perception 
that the staff is supporting the majority 
at the expense of the minority. Although 
the manager is bound to implement the 
policy adopted by the majority, the re-
lationship the manager develops must 
be with the body as a whole as well as 
with each individual who makes up the 
body. 

Local government managers clearly 
are spending more time than ever with 
councilmembers. What is not clear is 
the changing role of department heads 
in light of the new allocation of the man-
ager’s time. It used to be a bonus to find 
department heads who could under-
stand the council’s politics and the work 
of the manager’s office. 

Today, that need has become impera-
tive because the manager does not have 
sufficient time to spend with depart-
ment heads. 

New Councilmember Orientation

Shoreline, Washington

Part I: Nuts & Bolts 

1. Council meetings 

 • OpenPublicMeetingsAct
 • E-meetings/publicrecords
2. Councilrulesandprocedures
 • Varioustypesofcouncilmeetings:Businessmeeting,studysession,workshopdinner
 meeting,andexecutivesessions

 • Agendaprocess
 • Firstcouncilmeeting:Swearing-inceremonyandelectionofmayor
3. Council-staffcommunications
4. Counciloffice
 • Councilcorrespondenceprocess:E-mail,letters
 • Businessexpensepolicy
 • Miscellaneous:Councilvoicemail,Website,e-mail,payroll,healthbenefits,conferences,
 councilphoto

Part II: Council Goals, Boards & Commissions, Projects, Issues 

5. Councilgoals
 • Councilgoal-settingprocess:Retreat
 • 2008–09councilgoals/councilworkplan
 • CouncilWorkPlanquarterlyreports
6. Councilboardsandcommissions
 • CouncilofNeighborhoods
 • LibraryBoard
 • ParksBoard
 • EconomicDevelopmentAdvisoryCommittee
 • PlanningCommission
7. Projectsandemergingissues
 • Long-rangefinancialplanning
 • CityHallproject
 • PointWells
 • Auroracorridorproject
 • Parksbondprojects
8. Wrap-up
 • Additionalinformation/briefings/tours?
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APPROPRIATE ACCESS 

TO DEPARTMENT 

HEADS 
Having the council interact directly with 
staff can be a touchy issue for some man-
agers, but it is a direct consequence of 
managers having to spend more time on 
the politics of the jurisdiction. The pri-
mary council-staff relationship should 
be with the manager, but allowing coun-
cilmembers access to department heads 
can actually build trust between the 
council and the manager. 

Open dialogue between the manager 
and the department heads about how 
that interaction happens and what is 
shared back with the manager ensures 
that the manager is properly informed 
and the council is well served. Shore-
line, Washington, has developed written 
guidelines for council-staff communica-
tions that strike an appropriate balance 
(see the box). 

DOCUMENTED 

BUSINESS PRACTICES 
The day-to-day business of government 
involves responding to correspondence, 
e-mails, and constituent requests. Estab-
lishing a practice of how to handle these 
items ensures fair treatment among all 
members of the governing body. Some 
jurisdictions call these rules of proce-
dure, and they are adopted by resolu-
tion and govern how the council con-
ducts itself. 

Topics include everything from re-
ceiving and responding (or not) to pub-
lic comment at public meetings and 
when it is appropriate to use official 
letterhead, to how items get placed on 
agendas and how many logo shirts each 
councilmember receives—and every-
thing in between. 

THE COUNCIL MUST 

MANAGE ITSELF 
The manager’s job is to create opportu-
nities for the council to be prepared so 
the members can operate in an environ-
ment of mutual understanding. Each of 
the steps outlined in this article can help 
create the environment for effective gov-
ernance, but there will be exceptions. 

Individuals sometimes ignore rules, 
and toxic personalities sometimes cre-
ate challenges for professionals. But do 
not forget—difficult personalities on the 
council create a challenging and uncom-
fortable environment for the council it-
self. This is not just a staff problem, and 
often there is no silver bullet. 

In the end, the council must man-
age its own behavior and seek compli-
ance from its own members. Staff can 
do only a limited amount to support 
a dysfunctional council, and inviting 
councilmembers to vent to the manager 
and staff about other councilors at worst 
can create an expectation that it is the 
manager’s job to somehow fix the coun-
cil. That simply cannot happen. 

BENEFITS OF 

LEADERSHIP 
In their training video, Leadership: An 

Art of Possibility, Ben and Rosamond 
Zander talk about the art of leadership 
as creating a possibility to live into rather 
than a standard to live up to. Preparing 
the council for its work lays the ground-
work for establishing an environment 
where the council-staff partnership can 
flourish and good governance can be 
supported by good management. 
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Council-Staff Communications Guidelines

Shoreline, Washington

Governanceofacityreliesonthecooperativeeffortsofelectedofficials,who
setpolicyandpriorities,andcitystaff,whoanalyzeproblemsandissues,make
recommendations,andimplementandadministerthecouncil'spolicies.Hereare
generalguidelinestohelpfacilitateeffectivecommunicationsbetweenthecity
councilandcitystaff.

Channelcommunicationsthroughtheappropriatecitystaff.•

Allcouncilmembersshouldhavethesameinformationwithwhichtomake•
decisions.

Dependuponthestafftorespondtocitizenconcernsandcomplaintsasfully•
andasexpeditiouslyaspractical.

Thecitycouncilsetsthedirectionandpolicy—citystaffareresponsiblefor•
administrativefunctionsandcityoperations.

Inordertoprovidethecouncilwithtimelyinformation,pleasestriveto•
submitquestionsoncouncilagendaitemsaheadofthemeeting.

Respectthewillofthe"full"citycouncil.•

Dependuponthestafftomakeindependentandobjectiverecommendations.•

Thecitymanagerandstaffaresupportersandadvocatesforadoptedcouncil•
policy.

Refrainfrompubliclycriticizinganindividualemployee.Criticismis•
differentiatedfromquestioningfactsortheopinionofstaff.

Seekingpoliticalsupportfromstaffisnotappropriate.•
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