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COMMENTARy

 the unoFFiCial 
role oF the 
aDminiStrator
Many communities, looking for the 
benefits of professional management 
without the requirement of going 
through a formal election to change the 
form of government, have chosen to 
create a position similar to that of a  
city manager, but under the authority  
of the mayor. The resulting hybrid 
form of government is often described 
as being “the best of both worlds” that 
includes elected leadership with profes-
sional management of day-to-day local 
operations.

Having worked in such a position 
for nearly my entire professional career 
in local government, I can answer the 
question “Is it truly the best of both 
worlds?” without the slightest sense of 
irony or hesitation: “yes and no.”

The titles of city administrator and 
county administrator are commonly 
used, although chief administrative 
officer, supervisor, chief of staff, and, 
occasionally, deputy mayor are also ap-
plied. Numerous articles clearly articu-
late the textbook distinctions between 
the council-manager and mayor-council 
forms of government, but in practice in 
this hybrid form, personal and systemic 
characteristics intertwine in such a way 
that a simple factual comparison of the 
forms of government misses the subtle-
ties of the unofficial role often played 
by the administrator.

Under the mayor-council form of 
government, as defined by statute for 
most cities I’m familiar with in the state 
of Washington, all city staff members 
work for the mayor. Even staff mem-
bers in positions that are described as 
responding solely to council needs are 
legally appointed by and serve at the 
pleasure of the mayor.

aDminiStrator’S role
A pivotal but yet unofficial role of 
the administrator is to serve as a link 
between the mayor and the council. 
Clearly, a new administrator entering 
this arena should understand this and 
work quickly to establish credibility 
with the councilmembers. Usually, 

though not always, the establishment of 
the city administrator position is agreed 
upon by the mayor and council. That’s 
a head start.

First and foremost, however, the 
mayor must have trust and confidence 
in the administrator. The Revised Code 
of Washington (RCW) that deals with 
cities operating under the “Optional 
Municipal Code” states:

RCW 35A.12.100
Duties and authority of the mayor: 
The mayor shall be the chief executive 
and administrative officer of the city, in 
charge of all departments and employ-
ees, with authority to designate assis-
tants and department heads. The mayor 
may appoint and remove a chief adminis-
trative officer or assistant administrative 
officer, if so provided by ordinance or 
charter. [Emphasis added.]

Any authority the administrator pos-
sesses comes from the mayor. And as 
the statute states, the administrator is 
appointed by and serves at the pleasure 
of the mayor. Yet, at the same time, the 
administrator’s relationship with the 
council is a key to effectiveness.

The administrator works for the 
mayor but must work with the council. 
As the chief operating officer of the mu-
nicipal corporation, the administrator 
must enjoy a high degree of confidence 
from the council. When the relation-
ship between the mayor and council 
is strained, the administrator is legally 
aligned with the mayor.

If a relationship has been built with 
the council, however, the administrator 
may be able to function like a media-
tor. This can be extremely effective, 
but it is also unofficial and involves a 
degree of risk. The administrator must 
be sensitive to just how closely either 
the mayor or the council can be drawn 
together. At the end of the day, the ad-
ministrator still reports to the mayor.

Every mayor differs in personality, 
work style, communication style, and 
time commitments. The administrator 
must adapt to the unique characteris-
tics of the mayor in order to work ef-
fectively for that individual and apply 
acquired professional skills to the task 
of managing the city’s operations.

perSonal experienCe
In some cases, the mayor might have 
outside employment or other interests 
that preclude being readily available 
for consultation. In such instances, the 
administrator sometimes can exercise 
considerable discretion and authority. 
To paraphrase a mayor I once worked 
closely with: “You take care of city hall, 
and I’ll take care of my factory. Keep me 
informed; no surprises.”

We worked as a team on those terms 
for nearly eight years. His “office” was a 
wire in-basket and a folding chair at the 
corner of my desk. In contrast, the next 
elected mayor had recently sold his 
business and was able to devote consid-
erable time to the office.

He moved into an available office and 
spent many hours meeting with staff 
and citizens at city hall. The adminis-
trator can’t take such a relationship for 
granted. As these contrasting examples 
illustrate, after the next election an en-
tirely new working arrangement might 
be required; thus, perception and adapt-
ability are crucial.

Legally, the mayor is the chief execu-
tive but ostensibly the office is a part-time 
one in many local governments. The 
mayor’s presence may not be required all 
day, every day, particularly if the mayor 
has chosen to delegate authority to the 
administrator for many of the daily de-
tails of community management.

In other instances, regardless of the 
official status of the office, the mayor 
may be available for as many hours as 
the individual wishes to commit and 
can offer advice or give direction at any 
time. This can be advantageous when 
the mayor and the administrator work in 
sync and complement each other’s skills 
and style in an agreed division of labor.

Confusion and conflict can occur, too. 
Sometimes, a mayor will make a man-
agement decision against the advice or 
in the absence of the administrator, with 
effects ranging from inconsequential to 
calamitous. The best relationship is one 
in which each trusts the other to support 
the other.

Ideally, the mayor needs to know the 
administrator will honestly, profession-
ally, and effectively represent the mayor’s 
position and decisions; in return, if the 
administrator says something—whether 
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to a citizen, councilmember, or staff 
member—the administrator needs assur-
ance that the mayor will support that.

GooD anD BaD
When this system works, it can be 
highly effective. When it doesn’t, look 
out, because the mayor and the admin-
istrator can end up working at cross 
purposes. No mayor can be expected to 
accept that for long, if at all; and if their 
working relationship can’t be resolved, 
the mayor will usually end it.

The relationship with the council is 
legally predicated on the separation-
of-powers concept wherein the coun-
cil functions as the legislative branch 
and the mayor as the executive. In 
Washington State law, this is clearly 
spelled out in the council-manager stat-
utes. Councilmembers are expressly pro-
hibited from interfering in the manager’s 
day-to-day administration of the city.

No such express prohibition exists in 
the mayor-council statutes. The mayor 
may assume a collegial role with the 
council or may prefer to establish more 
of a bright line between policy and 
administration. Sometimes, the same 
mayor may operate in both spheres 
depending on the issue or perhaps in 
response to a change in the makeup 
of the council. The administrator is 
obliged to discern the subtleties of 
these shifts and respond appropriately.

Legally, as a mayoral appointee, the 
administrator is not answerable to the 
council. In practice, effective manage-
ment by the administrator is impossible 
without a working relationship with 
the council. While the council cannot 
legally give the administrator directions, 
the administrator must be able to walk 
a fine line between the clear executive 
authority of the mayor and the policy 
direction of the council. (Note that there 
is a difference between an administrator 
and a chief of staff, a position that ex-
ists in some larger cities. A chief of staff 
is often closely aligned politically with 
the mayor and leaves office at the end of 
the mayor’s term; a typical administra-
tor works apolitically through election 
cycles and may serve a series of mayors.)

Consequently, the administrator’s 
relationship with the council, though 
unofficial, is invaluable. An administra-

tor can’t afford to deliberately alienate 
the council even though the adminis-
trator does not officially report to coun-
cilmembers. Having the confidence of 
the council proved invaluable to me at 
least twice during my career.

In one instance, a mayor died during 
his term; in another city, a mayor had 
to resign for a health-related reason. In 
both cases, the council’s confidence in 
me permitted me to continue to man-
age the city and assist the council in 
the process of filling the vacancy in the 
mayor’s office. Effectively, I was shifted 
into the role of city manager during the 
interim then back again after the new 
mayor took office.

When the mayor and council are at 
odds, it sometimes takes tremendous 
time and effort on the part of the ad-
ministrator to help the two parties find 
middle ground and make progress. 
Sometimes it can’t be done. In that situ-
ation, assuming the administrator con-
tinues to enjoy the support of the mayor, 
the administrator may find it extremely 
difficult to have recommendations acted 
upon favorably by the council.

Even if the administrator has been 
able to maintain a positive relationship 
with the council, councilmembers may 
take contrary positions because of an-
tipathy toward the mayor. Conversely, 
success with the council on the part 
of the administrator may be perceived 
by the mayor as somehow a breach of 
the mayor-administrator relationship. 
Either way the administrator’s effective-
ness can be severely compromised.

On a positive note: in more than 30 
years of my local government service, 
mostly in cities with the mayor-council 
form of government, the vast major-
ity of the time the relationships were 
positive, productive, and collegial. 
Regardless of the legal distinctions in 
the form of government as defined by 
statute, the elected official’s dedication 
to the good of the community brought 
the two positions together. When 
strains in relationships occurred, more 
often than not I was able to help find 
areas of agreement to build upon.

My father became a city manager 
in the latter half of his career, serv-
ing in Alaska, California, Oregon, and 
Montana. As a city manager, the line 

of authority was clear for him: he was 
responsible to the city council. We had 
many opportunities to compare notes on 
our experiences, and more than once he 
said, “Son, I don’t know how you do it!”

So, after 30 years of experience serv-
ing in positions as an administrator 
in mayor-council communities, was it 
the best of both worlds? My answer re-
mains: yes and no!

—Lynn Karl Nordby, ICMA-CM
Public Policy and Management 

Consultant
Municipal Research and Services 

Center of Washington
Seattle, Washington

Emergency Management Tools 
For Local Governments: Request 
A Free Demonstration
Free demonstrations http://www.nemn.
net/thumbnail.asp?cid=27 are available 
for you to learn about emergency man-
agement tools that are available through 
the National Emergency Management 
Network (NEMN). NEMN is literally a 
one-stop shop that protects your existing 
emergency management investment. 

 
Features include:
•	 NIMS	(National	Incident	Management	

System)-compliant resource database 
and mutual aid management.

•	 Personnel	credentialing	and	volunteer	
management.

•	 Logistics	and	asset	identification	and	
mobilization.

•	 Inventory	and	warehouse	 
management.

•	 Mission	planning	and	activation.
•	 Incident	management.
•	 Secure	messaging,	data	storage,	and	

collaboration.
•	 Geo-mapping,	asset	visualization,	

tracking, and response.
•	 Mission	planning	and	rehearsal	tools	

(simulation and drill exercises).
 

A single-user license costs $3,000 per 
user annually:
•	 No	minimum	user	requirement.	
•	 Easily	add	more	users	later.
•	 Scalable	so	it	grows	with	your	organi-

zation, budget. 
•	 Easily	integrates	with	neighboring	

communities for better collaboration 
and mutual aid situations.

•	 Requires	only	an	Internet	connection.
 

Visit http://nemn.net for more 
information.




