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Job Loss
PM magazine periodically publishes articles that relate to how members cope with “in-transition” time in 
their professional and personal lives.  The common theme of the articles: managers need to help and sup-
port each other in times of trouble or transition.  We have collected several articles that you may find of 
interest; also included is a transition financial primer from ICMA-RC. 
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(February 1998) Find out how local government managers and their family members can deal with the 
painful experience of job termination. • Jerry Johnson and Carol Nalbandian, Topeka, KS
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(August 1993) Quick tips from a respected employee assistance firm • COPE, Inc

Career Alternatives for Managers: the Choice is Yours ........................................................................ 9 
(June 2000) Alternatives to consider in seeking the next position. • Laurence Sprecher 

Do You Know What Your Emotional IQ is? ........................................................................................ 14 
(October 2001)  The importance of emotional intelligence to managers -- the capacity to understand, value, 
and wisely manage one’s emotions in relationship to oneself and others. • James Bourey and Athena Miller

The Job Can be a Cold, Cold, Mistress ...............................................................................................21 
(January/February 2002) The importance of balancing personal and professional lives.  
• Leonard Martin, Carrollton, TX

Book Review: Caught Between the Dog and the Fireplug, or How to Survive Public Service ............... 25 
(April 2002)

Michigan’s Manager-In-Transition Program .......................................................................................26 
(January/February 2003) The counseling portion of the Michigan Local Government Management  
Association’s program.

A Guiding Light for those in Transition: Member Insights ................................................................ 28 
(January/February 2007) Members share their personal experiences on coping with being in-transition.

Maintaining Your Economic Wellness ............................................................................................... 35 
(September 2007) A Transition Financial Primer from ICMA- RC.

Causes of Manager Turnover ............................................................................................................ 42 
(September 2009) Academic research identifies 20 factors that influence manager turnover.  
• James Thurmond, University of Houston, Texas
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(December 2009) Two members share their encounters with employment  
termination.
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(January/February 2010) Two more members tell their stories.
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A Guiding Light  
      For Those in  
  Transition: 

 Member Insights
 Don’t Close Yourself off
My in-transition experience, 20 years ago, was 
precipitated by the sad abandonment of the council-
manager form of government, which has been a bit 
less personal experience but nonetheless an equally 
traumatic one. Being between positions gave me 
many lessons that have remained valuable through-
out my life. Here are my reflections.

Colleagues
This should be your greatest source of support. I 
lost count of the personal phone calls and mes-
sages (this was before e-mail and the Internet) just 
to see how I was doing and whether assistance 
could be rendered. These messages also included 
invitations to have lunch, dinner, or other social 
interaction.

Colleagues reminded me that registration fees 
for the state association conference were waived for 
members in transition and actively encouraged me 
to attend and “have a good time”! They continued 
to invite me to smaller, regional groups that met for 
lunch, usually gratis, and a most memorable and 
unannounced visit came from the executive director 
of the managers’ association just to see how I was 
doing.

Being in transition brings with it not only the 
loss of position but also a psychological loss of 
prestige. So we, as individuals or state and regional 

associations, should endeavor to make those in 
transition feel that they are still valued members of 
the management profession.

let the World Know 
The biggest mistake a person who is in transition 
can make is not telling others they are out of work 
and looking for a job. Unemployment carries a fool-
ish, yet still prevalent, stigma. And unfortunately, 
the corresponding reaction is to just cover it up 
and/or not mention it. ICMA does an outstanding 
job of letting our members know when a colleague 
is in transition, but did you ever consider that a 
busy manager might just miss your particular notice 
or be a little behind in their reading?

If you do start contacting colleagues, you will 
find that many have faced similar situations and 
will become invaluable sources of empathy and 
support. Additionally, and I say this from per-
sonal experience, your colleagues will be major 
sources of job leads, interim consulting assign-
ments, volunteer opportunities, and even that 
new job itself.

support from unusual sources
I am a Roman Catholic, and during my transition I 
became friends with and found support from, of all 
persons, a Baptist minister—and little of the support 
was spiritual in nature. During our relationship, we 

S P e C I A l  S e C t I o n
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learned from each other that job tenure for city manag-
ers and ministers was pretty much the same: you can stay 
as long as they like you. His “sin” was a novel notion to 
focus on youth activities in order to revitalize and sustain 
his congregation (church elders felt neglected). My “sin” 
was hiring youths to do a lot of backbreaking maintenance 
work during the summer months (job retirees would have 
liked to supplement their income).

Coincidence? The individuals calling for the minister’s 
ouster were the same as the ones leading the petition drive 
for the change of government in my jurisdiction. This 
relationship was a wonderful opportunity for mutual com-
miseration, and laughing and joking about our experiences 
eased the situation for both of us. 

Keep the faith
I did not, and later I regretted it. During my in-transition 
period, I stopped going to church. A number of parishio-
ners were ardent supporters of the move to abandon the 
council-manager form of government. Wanting to avoid 
these individuals, I made a conscious decision to compro-
mise my faith.

This chicken came home to roost many years later, when 
I was again attending church regularly and was moved by 
a sermon dealing with forgiveness. The message really hit 
home, as I had just gone through a difficult divorce, but it 
also brought me back to that in-transition experience. To 
this day, I often think to myself, “What if I had allowed 
myself to hear that message sooner?” 

If you find yourself in transition, you are definitely go-
ing to have to deal with forgiveness, namely, the real issue 
of bitterness and letting go of this emotion. There is no 
magic formula for dealing with this; you as an individual 
must come to grips with it on your own terms.

Experience has taught me to guard against the tempta-
tion to close myself off and become isolated from those 
things that can prove supportive. So, “keep your faith,” 
whatever it is. You never know what might get you through 
this difficult time, so allow your heart, mind, and person to 
be open and receptive to all possibilities. Not only will this 
openness help you survive the transition but also you will 
be a better person for it.

—Kevin Kenzenkovic, city manager, Slater, Missouri 
(1984 to 1986); kenzeinc@aol.com

 negotiate Your termination
As I’ve heard and read, firings seldom come as complete 
surprises. There are usually signs along the way indicating 
that there is “trouble in River City.” Reading these signs 
properly can give you both the incentive to begin updating 
your resume and a chance to reflect on desirable options. 
Reacting to the signs can cushion the shock and lessen the 
panic reaction when the ax falls. Bottom line: Don’t bury 
your head in the sand and assume a denial mentality. Pre-
paring for the inevitable makes the blow easier to absorb.

Often, the governing body is not interested in creating 
a political issue for itself by firing a manager outright, es-
pecially if the firing arises from an issue of disappointing 
performance. If the firing arises from an egregious moral or 
legal issue, it is a totally different problem for the manager. 
The governing body has little to lose and everything to 
gain by terminating the relationship on its own terms.

But if the firing is a performance issue, the governing 
body is often motivated to negotiate a manager’s termina-
tion, as opposed to risking a public vote on the manager’s 
ouster. A public vote increases the potential for citizen sup-
porters and detractors to point their accusatory fingers at 
the governing body or at the manager, laying blame, with 
the result that a nasty public, political mess ensues.

my advice?
Bargain for the best deal you can get for a negotiated termi-
nation. It is amazing how agreeable a governing body can 
be when it wants to avoid a public controversy. You have 
more leverage than you might expect.

I have seen situations in which the manager feels strong-
ly enough about a challenge to his/her professionalism and 
work quality that he/she will throw down the gauntlet and 
challenge an ouster effort. What a mistake. Pride and in-
dignation cloud a longer-term perspective.

Our survival instinct should energize us to seek an 
avenue to best survive professionally. The longer-term 
perspective, which calls for protecting our professional 
reputation, should point the way toward an easier avenue 
to later employment.

Typically, the manager will not win a battle against his/
her ouster. It’s possible that the manager may gain some 
modest improvement on the termination package, but it’s 
not likely. What is more probable is that the governing 
body will dig in its heels and defend its opinion about the 
manager’s need to go. In either case, the issue becomes 
public, and the manager is ultimately ejected from the job. 
The end-result is an ugly, open trail of performance prob-
lems that tarnishes the manager’s reputation and creates 
added baggage in seeking new employment.

One of the benefits of being employed, of course, is the 
sanity it can provide. You have structure and order; you 
have a sense of mission and accomplishment at the end 
of the day. When you’re suddenly without a job, all of this 
disappears. It will help your wounded psyche to establish 
a new structure and order, to give you a similar sense of 
accomplishment at the end of the day. I made a deliberate 

If you do start contacting  
colleagues, you will find that many 
have faced similar situations and 

will become valuable sources 
of empathy and support.
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decision to bring order and structure to my days. I used 
the morning hours to look for new work opportunities, 
making personal/phone/e-mail contacts through a growing 
network of potential resources.

my schedule
I drafted and mailed or emailed applications and con-
ducted follow-up correspondence and phone calls. In the 
afternoon, I reserved time for activities in which I had 100 
percent control of effort and outcome. I reserved the after-
noon for a regular exercise regimen at the local gym, a tre-
mendous benefit both physically and mentally. I did those 
household jobs that I never had had time to do before.

I made a conscious effort to involve myself in activities 
and a routine that got me out of the house and away from 
the temptation of waiting for someone to call. Being a her-
mit allows too many negative demons to plague the brain; 
exposure to outside activities can bring not only a healthier 
mental outlook but also an unexpected avenue for success-
ful networking.

—Pat Guilfoyle, ICMA-CM, city administrator,  
DeSoto, Kansas; pguilfoyle@desotoks.us

 learn more sKills
This past year was my second time of being “on the 
beach,” and the circumstances have changed. The first time 
around, I looked at establishing a consulting business and 
kept myself entertained with writing a business plan and 
prospecting. I thought I could take advantage of my strong 
network of local government contacts to secure at least 
some small assignments and was partially successful.

This time around, I had returned to the state of Oregon 
after a 17-year absence, my new Oregon job had ended 
after only nine months, and I knew hardly anyone locally 
any more. Fortunately, I selected the Portland metropolitan 
area as a place to live and work, with the idea that it might 
have multiple state and local job opportunities. 

With this in mind, I took advantage of the lull in my 
activities to take a beginning Spanish-language class. Many 
communities in the area have substantial Latino popula-
tions, and I knew of two vacancies where the Latino popu-
lation would soon reach majority status.

Cornelius, Oregon, had its city-manager candidates 

speak to a public gathering, so I opened my remarks in Es-
pañol, explained my beginning language skills, and quickly 
reverted to inglés for the remainder of my presentation. The 
risk paid off, and I got the job. Now, months later, things 
are going well, and I have been to numerous community 
meetings with translators. I’ll return to the classroom this 
fall for another semester and will continue to build my 
language skills. 

—Dave Waffle, ICMA-CM, city manager,  
Cornelius, Oregon; dwaffle@ci.cornelius.or.us 

 Deal With Your loss PositivelY
Dealing with loss involves the four steps that this process 
entails: denial, anger, grieving, and acceptance. Unfortu-
nately, it is not a linear process, and even long after ac-
ceptance occurs, with a new and better life, a little anger 
can creep in! Oddly, even in the midst of anger or grieving, 
acceptance can show up. Then again, after two years, some 
justice can occur after the next election!

—Roger Swenson, town manager,  
Dewey-Humboldt, Arizona; rogerswenson@cableone.net

 staY aCtive anD Be uPBeat
Coping with being in transition depends a lot on your spe-
cific domestic circumstances. Single, married, kids or not, 
and whether they are in school makes a big difference in 
how you handle your situation. Keeping a positive mental 
attitude during a transition can be challenging; a lot de-
pends on the support you get from your spouse and kids. 
It’s important that they understand why you are no longer 
working, instead of being gone 50, 60, or more hours a 
week as you were before.

They need to accept the fact that money should not be 
as easily spent. They also need to understand that being in 
transition will affect them in other ways, too. If your chil-
dren are in school, depending on their age, they might be 
confronted by other kids about why you are no longer work-
ing. Since being a city manager is a visible position, they 
might be teased or even harassed because you got fired.

out of the house
Just as important, over the years I have learned that staying 
in the house all day is probably one of the worst things you 
can do. Even if you are busy on the computer or whatever 
else you might be doing, you are still disrupting the routine 
that has been your norm.

Getting out and being with other people at the library or 
coffee shop breaks the routine of being home. Because it’s 
important to be available for an interview in another city 
whenever you are called, it’s not too good to get tied down 
to “just a job,” unless your financial circumstances demand 
it. Volunteering for a nonprofit is a good way to see another 
side of the community you are living in. Everyone needs 
volunteers. Try working at the local food bank or art cen-
ter. It’s a good move for your resume as well.

My advice? Bargain for the  
best deal you can get for a 

negotiated termination.  
It is amazing how agreeable a  
governing body can be when it 

wants to avoid a public controversy.
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Going back to school has been extremely helpful to me. 
There are usually community colleges that offer a variety 
of courses of interest to everyone. I took paralegal courses 
online and got certified. During another transition, I took 
computer and environmental courses. Online courses are 
challenging because it’s up to you to get those assignments 
done and get them in on time. For the more traditional 
learner, it takes a lot of extra effort to get what you need 
using e-mail, instead of by talking to the instructor and 
classmates in person.

The circumstances that put you in transition have a 
lot to do with your mental attitude. If it was an amicable 
parting of the ways (very unusual), then you can have 
some peace of mind. However, if it was a bitter firing, with 
the public closely watching the spectacle, you feel some 
humiliation and after a while keep wondering what went 
wrong. What could or should I have done differently so 
that my family wouldn’t have had to suffer the hardships 
they now endure?

money management
There’s really no way to know how long you will be in tran-
sition. After a while, your finances will become a bigger 
and bigger issue. It’s then that you will start seriously won-
dering how long you can afford to continue looking for 
another management position. Is a career change in your 
future? One time, I took an interim management position, 
and it only lasted a week. However, the new manager hired 
me on as an assistant, which lasted for six months until I 
found another manager position. That was quite unusual.

Here’s one suggestion not readily accepted by the folks 
who seem to know about financial matters. You are sup-
posed to have about six months’ savings put away just in 
case you are terminated. Instead, I have always relied on 
credit cards to carry me through. One time, I was more 
than $60,000 in debt and about to start cashing in some of 
my retirement funds. However, I got a good position and 
paid it all off within a couple of years.

If you have a Range Rider or a similar person in your 
state whom you can keep in touch with, this can be a posi-
tive factor. He or she can help you find temporary work 
and give you insights into positions that might be coming 
open soon. Also, ICMA sends a packet of information to 
those in transition that is helpful. Finding someone to talk 
to who understands local government management, with 
all the challenges of the position, is important. Commisera-
tion can be a positive factor when you really get emotion-
ally down.

—Ivan Widom, Canon City, Colorado;  
iwidom@earthlink.net.

 Believe me:  
transition Can Be a Blessing
Turn adversity into opportunity. That was my goal in Feb-
ruary 2004, when I was forced to resign as city manager of 
Bristol, Tennessee.

After nearly eight years as city manager there, working 
for a proactive city council, events changed after an elec-
tion. Intense pressure was put on me to leave by the new 
majority. Finally, I resigned.

Serving the people of Bristol was a privilege and a chal-
lenge. My family and I loved the community. We still have 
close ties to the many friends we made there. It’s at times 
such as these that you find out who your real friends are. 
Despite the disconnect that happens with a few people, 
many friends and colleagues will likely provide needed 
support.

My wife and children were a true Rock of Gibraltar dur-
ing this episode. Friends, family, and associates give you 
moral support. Discussing with them what happened can 
be therapeutic and can help you retain your professional 
focus.

After my transition began, I decided to follow this 
course of action:

•	 Maintain personal dignity and professional attitude.
•	 View the change positively. Don't look back!
•	 Get back in the game.

Periods of adversity bring out the true character of a 
person. There is a great sense of relief when they pass, and 
meanwhile the experience prepares you to face the next 
challenge down the road. In my case, the downtime was 
also a time-out with my family, an opportunity to exercise 
more, and a chance to get recharged.

It is tempting to lash out at those who have treated you 
poorly, but don't do it. This puts you in the same gutter 
with them. Their behavior defines their values and charac-
ter, and who wants those traits? Move on. There are more 
important things for you to do and concentrate on.

I used my down time to focus on taking the necessary 
steps to get my career back on track. I read inspirational 
materials, stayed in contact with professional colleagues, 
talked to positive people, and concentrated on my job 
search.

Things do often work out for the best. In my case, I was 
offered the position of city manager of Frankfort, Ken-
tucky, the state capital. This chance has opened up a whole 
new world for me, professionally and personally. There 
was, and still is, the excitement of being the new manager 
in a community. The political dynamics of being in a state 

It is tempting to lash out 
at those who have treated you 
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capital are exciting, and the opportunities are challenging 
and energizing. My family has adjusted quickly as well.

My transition has turned out to be a blessing in disguise. 
It has enhanced my career.

No doubt about it, going through a transition is diffi-
cult. It can also be a great learning experience. It can teach 
you patience and give you a perspective you can't gain 
from staying put. It can also teach that your future is what 
you make of it.

—Anthony Massey, ICMA-CM, city manager,  
Frankfort, Kentucky; amassey@fewpb.com

 reCognize there is life 
BeYonD CitY management
During my local government career, I have had two in-
transition periods that each lasted about a year. While I 
was not overly depressed about being in transition, some 
people do become depressed and might undergo significant 
pain if they have the same experience I had. Here’s what 
I’m talking about:

While between management positions, I was called 
upon by a retired manager to have lunch. We did. Then, 
I found myself at our lunch trying to cheer him up about 
being retired. I felt better before we had our meeting than 
I did after it. I’ve always hoped that he felt better afterward 
because I did the best I could to make him feel better. I 
don’t know if he had ever been in transition, but he seemed 
to think that not working was the end of the world. I didn’t 
think it was at all.

There are a lot worse things that can and do happen to 
people, even managers. The fact of the matter is, though, 
that I didn’t find being in transition all that difficult. It’s 
one of the things that managers need to include in their 
repertory of “what the future may hold” possibilities. I 
have always had a life besides local government manage-
ment, and I found this life to be a good source of strength. 
Of course, a supportive and understanding spouse and 
family are invaluable assets.

Another thing that is clearly helpful, I found, is to get 
calls, e-mails, and letters from peers. Even better—and 
this also happened to me—is being called in to help on 
consulting-type assignments with local agencies and a lo-
cal government organization or two. Such consultancies 
brought me some income, which was welcome, but more 
important, they allowed me to stay better connected to the 
profession. 

—Roy Pederson, retired manager,  
Scottsdale, Arizona; royped@cox.net

 reCommenD several BooKs
I always read the ICMA Newsletter’s “in transition” column 
when it is published and, to assist my local government 
management colleagues, send everyone listed in the col-
umn an e-mail message to encourage them. You wouldn’t 
believe the nice replies I receive. I thought your readers 

might be interested in knowing how one who has “been 
there, done that” has chosen to assist today’s managers. (As 
a side note, I began my public career in 1947 in Roanoke, 
Virginia.)

The e-mail is based on this wording: “As a life member 
of ICMA, I’m sorry you are in transition. I have been where 
you are now. I ‘retired’ in 1976 here in Sumter, under pres-
sure. Subsequently, I enjoyed working in the private sector 
selling solid waste equipment with another city manager 
who was also in transition. We made out okay financially, 
but my heart was always in city hall. I bit the bullet, how-
ever, and started out on my own in 1980.

I like to recommend several books that may be of inter-
est. If you do not have it yet, get a copy of Doug Ayers’s 
book titled Right in the City (Trafford Publishing, 2002). 
Ayers is a longtime friend of mine going back to the 1940s, 
when he and I entered the field. He relates his city-manager 
experiences in California. It’s a fast read.

Another book of special interest to managers is Spending 
a Lifetime: The Careers of City Managers by Douglas J. Wat-
son and Rollin J. Watson. For information, go to the Web 
site of the Carl Vinson Institute of Government (University 
of Georgia), and click on Books.

I wish you well and am adding you to my prayer list. 
Good luck.”

—Powell Black, retired manager (since 1976),  
Sumter, South Carolina; pblack@sc.rr.com

 get Your life BaCK on traCK
No doubt about it. Being in transition is stressful—finan-
cially, personally, and professionally. The experience for 
me was positive because I took advantage of the time to 
strengthen my bonds with my family, take a step back 
and consider career alternatives, and take control of my 
finances.

But first I should say that I never liked the term “in tran-
sition.” Each month, I had to decide how to identify myself 
at our state association meeting and would say that I was 
on sabbatical, on an extended vacation, or undecided. It 
wasn’t that I was uncomfortable being out of work, but I 
didn’t want to bring negative attention to myself. I always 
thought that being on a path to my next adventure was a 
good thing, with the realization that the path had to end 
somewhere if we were to continue to have food on the 
table.

Jack Coughlin, an ICMA life member and Range Rider, 
said it best: “You aren’t somebody until you’ve been fired.” 
Jack is right: I know that when I’m faced with a dilemma 
between making tough choices and doing what is neces-
sary to keep my job, I will stand for what is right for the 
municipality, our profession, and honest, hard-working 
employees.

I was happy to be in transition, in the sense that the 
town I worked for did not necessarily share my values 
about professional management and many other things. 
Luckily, my wife was extremely supportive and understood 
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that I needed to leave the town that I had worked for. Pro-
fessionally, I used the opportunity to explore various ca-
reers outside my normal comfort zone, including nonprofit 
foundation management.

In this connection, during my six-plus months of inter-
viewing, I was considered for president of a national edu-
cation foundation and vice president of an international 
relief organization. Both positions would have allowed me 
to explore the connection between some of my personal 
interests and my management experience.

In the end, I reaffirmed my commitment to local gov-
ernment management and became manager of a town 
that truly values our profession and that allowed me to 
use my extensive experience in economic development. 
I don’t know if I would have enjoyed or appreciated this 
position if I had not had the opportunity to reflect upon 
my career and to “hold out” for the position I took. 
Maintaining a positive outlook allowed me to stay clear-
minded enough to stay away from the jobs we all know 
we shouldn’t take, and to keep my stamina up for the 
job-search marathon.

Personally, the time allowed me to reacquaint myself 
with my family, given the long hours we often put into our 
jobs. When available, I picked my daughter up at school 
and also spent as much time as I could with my son, who 
was less than 2 years old at the time. I was lucky in that 
my wife could not have been more supportive, despite her 
tendency to worry about finances. She gave me the job of 
painting and finishing our basement, a project I would not 
otherwise have had the time to complete.

Our relationship grew in strength through this period, 
and we came to make joint decisions about the life choices 
you face when in transition (geographic options, residency 
requirements, and so forth). We did enjoy the weekend in a 
resort town where I interviewed for city manager.

In the end, I took the job I currently have, abided by the 
residency requirement by moving two miles from township 
hall, am able occasionally to come home for lunch and take 
my daughter to soccer practice, and can be home for din-
ner on council-meeting nights.

To summarize, the experience of being on temporary 
leave from a paid vocation should be considered a chance 
to get your life on track to where you should be going.

—Stuart Brown, ICMA-CM, township manager,  
Aberdeen Township, Aberdeen, New Jersey;  

stuart.brown@aberdeennj.org

 rememBer: Your next JoB is 
liKelY to Be Better
Being out of a local government management job is defi-
nitely not my idea of a fun experience. I have been in tran-
sition twice during my nearly 30 years in local government 
management, and I don’t believe that either situation could 
have been predicted. One thing I did learn, however, is 
that a manager should not become complacent. In other 
words, don’t get too comfortable in a job because you never 

know when the political whims of elected officials might 
be dropped upon you.

Being in transition forces you to reevaluate whether this 
is the type of work you want to continue doing. Being out 
of work allows you a respite to conduct this evaluation and 
also to take some time for yourself and your family. There 
are always things to do at home that you have procrastinat-
ed about, and there are always school-related events that 
you may not have been able to be a part of, thanks to the 
schedule you have kept as a local government manager.

Network with your friends and colleagues. When they 
call you to have lunch, say yes because not only will they 
offer you the opportunity to vent but also they’ll give you 
ideas and resources to investigate regarding your next job. 
Network as much as you can, and take advantage of the 
programs and services that ICMA and your state associa-
tions offer.

Start your job search by examining your resume and 
making appropriate revisions. Consider interim work, 
either as a manager or at the department-head level. The 
more clearly you can show your next employer that you 
have been continuing to work in the field while searching 
for a full-time position, the better off you are. Any major 
gaps of time in employment status wave red flags for pro-
spective employers.

After a reevaluation of my career and interim work op-
portunities, I have again landed a full-time position with 
a city. I am grateful to the organizations that provided me 
with interim work and thankful for the assistance that my 
friends and colleagues showed me during my in-transition 
periods. ICMA and my state organization, the Minnesota 
City-County Management Association, were also extremely 
helpful during these times.

Remember that, in most cases, managers are forced into 
transition because of politics and not because they are 
incompetent. You need to remain professional and optimis-
tic, as your next opportunity is usually better than the one 
you left.

—Edward Shukle, Jr., city administrator,  
Jordan, Minnesota; eshukle@ci.jordan.mn.us

one thing I did learn, however,  
is that a manager should not 

become complacent.  
In other words, don’t get too 
comfortable in a job because  

you never know when the  
political whims of elected officials 

might be dropped upon you.
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 a ParoDY: You’re noBoDY ’til 
someBoDY fires You
When I read in the ICMA Newsletter that managers are in 
transition, I send them this parody that I wrote when I was 
fired. As the only person I know who has been fired in four 
hemispheres, I feel eminently qualified to write these lyrics. 
Along with wishing managers well in their job searches, I 
express my hope that reading (singing) the words will help 
them as much as writing them helped me. (Perform to the 
tune of “You’re Nobody ’Til Somebody Loves You.”)

You’re nobody ’til somebody fires You
You’re nobody ’til somebody fires you,
You’re nobody ’til you’re out the door.
You may have fame,
You may have plaques that cover your walls,
But plaques won’t get a job for you
When that old ax falls.

Our jobs are all the same,
We just rotate them.
We just change address, you and me.
You’re nobody ’til somebody fires you,
And you’re where my next job may be.

—Jack Coughlin, retired manager,  
Englishtown, New Jersey; jackcoughlin@hotmail.com

 taKe transition as an  
oPPortunitY to groW
No matter how you look at it, being fired or forced to 
resign from a highly visible position in the community is 
stressful on you and your family. Yet, it can be an oppor-
tunity to grow—you’ve heard the saying “what doesn’t kill 
you makes you stronger.”

We have been told that the stages we go through after job 
loss is not unlike the stages of grieving after the death of fam-
ily member. Both are true. Take the time to try to understand 
this, and coping with these reactions and feelings will come 
easier. It is hard to see that while you are both trying to sort 
through the present circ umstances (the personal disruption 
to you and your family, the impact on one’s self esteem and 
concern about your reputation, and in some cases, the finan-
cial consequences of job loss) and begin to think about the 
future (what are the next steps, what does the future hold, 
should I continue in public service, who do I need to contact 
for what purpose, and when will the answers arrive).

I offer the following advice: at one point or another in the 
experience, they helped me to cope and emerge from the expe-
rience “intact and with a positive and healthy outlook.” That’s 
not to say that I want to go through it again.

Find someone or several people that you can discuss 
what is on your mind during this time of transition; that 
can be a spouse, a trusted professional colleague, a close 
friend, a clergyman, a counselor, or all of the above. De-
pending on the issues, having a cadre of supportive people 

can meet a variety of needs and situations. Our doubts, 
anger, fears, and uncertainties are sometimes better shared 
with one person over another and many can help us put 
them in the appropriate context.

Put your financial affairs in order so that you know ex-
actly what capacity and capability you have as you address 
the financial transition period. Make sure that your insur-
ance needs are properly addressed and do not become a 
problem during this time period.

Find the appropriate outlets that help create well being. For 
me, exercising kept me alert and prevented me from becoming 
lethargic. Taking charge of the “next phase of my life” gave me 
a sense of purpose and helped lead to a better understanding 
of what I wanted next and what I had to do to get it.

I evaluated several possible career paths simultaneously: 
consulting to the public sector, careers in the nonprofit sec-
tor, and continuing in city or county management. I talked 
with people actively engaged in all three fields. I explored 
the pros and cons of all and actually considered bonafide 
job offers in all three. I ultimately chose to continue in city 
management and have no regrets about that decision.

As a result of that process, however, I realize that at 
some point in the future I will seek out opportunities in 
one or both of these other areas:

•	 Find ways to use and sharpen your skills—whether 
that is a regular golf game, volunteer work, or secur-
ing a part-time or temporary position in another local 
government. I look back on the nearly 11 months I 
spent in transition as time not wasted. I sharpened my 
skills in several temporary assignments. That’s not to 
say that I wasn’t anxious or didn’t grow impatient for 
resolution and clarity about the future.

•	 Keep in touch with your peers and use the network 
that you have cultivated while you were active in the 
profession. This is a good source of professional oppor-
tunities and ideas, both short term and long term.

•	 Take time for yourself and your family, whether this is a 
vacation or doing the things as a friend, spouse, family 
member, or parent that the demands of a professional man-
agement position made just a little difficult to do. The next 
opportunity will emerge when it is supposed to and in the 
meantime, these other activities can be rewarding and reas-
suring in terms of one’s own self esteem and the “return on 
investment” that inures to you and to others.

In closing, I would ask that employed ICMA members 
think about these situations too and reach out to col-
leagues who are working through the transition.

—Robert LaSala, ICMA-CM, city manager, 
Lancaster, California; rlasala@cityoflancasterca.org

This article was edited by Robert Morris, Evanston, Illinois, re-
tired manager of Glencoe, Illinois. He served as an ICMA Range 
Rider for 15 years. When he was about to be in transition after 32 
years as a manager, he got comfort out of the expression “Don’t let 
the turkeys get you down.”
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MAINTAINING YOUR 
EcONOMIc WELLNESS 
A Transition Financial Primer
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Throughout your career as a local government manager, you will have 
the opportunity to work with diverse and well-meaning people and 
perhaps in a variety of communities. That can be one of the greatest 
attractions of service in local government management.

Unfortunately, some situations eventually do not turn out as well as 
hoped and you may find yourself, as an appointee of a political body, 
being forced from your position without a new one waiting.

A great many questions arise at this difficult time in your career – 
hunting for a new job, psychological stress and family adjustments, 
just to name a few. There are also a variety of resources available 
to help you – including many through the International City/County 
Management Association (ICMA).

This brochure is focused on one very real and important concern: 
maintaining your financial well-being during the transition period. It 
describes actions you can take throughout your career to prepare in 
advance of the unforeseen loss of your position as well steps to take 
during transition.

While not comprehensive, this brochure may help guide you before 
and during the transition period. With good decision making, you 
improve your prospects for brighter days as you resume your career.

Managers in 
Transition can 
call ICMA-RC at 
800-326-7075 
if you have 
questions about 
how to handle 
your retirement 
savings during 
transition. 

INTROdUcTION
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PLANNING AhEAd 
Ideally, you will never find yourself involuntarily between 
jobs, but that isn’t always under your control.  
Even the best managers can be in transition one or more 
times during a career. Since at some point you may find 
yourself in transition, the best moment to prepare for being 
without a job is when relations with your employer are good 
or when you start a new job. That’s when you have the most 
leverage in your negotiations.

If you are financially prepared for a period of transition, 
you can feel more confident if relations with your employer 
change. Once you are looking for a new position, you will 
also be able to maintain the best frame of mind.

For those who do not have an immediate concern, one area 
of focus should be the employment agreement, where careful 
preparation can avoid many issues that arise during transi-
tion. One of the most important purposes of an employment 
agreement is providing clear and adequate terms in case of 
involuntary separation.

Another step that you can take is the creation of an emer-
gency fund that will tide you over while you are looking 
for a new position. While planners generally recommend 
three to six months reserve, you are in a profession that 
argues for a larger cushion.

In addition, you should avoid mounting up excessive debt. 
You should be aware of guidelines used by planners, based 
on the value of your home, total income and types of debt. 

And when you take out a mortgage to buy a home, keep in 
mind that you may not be able to sell your property at the 
top of the real estate market. 

If you find yourself in transition now and needing to take ac-
tion, let’s take a look at what you should be doing today.

FIRST STEPS
Income
Regardless of how well you have prepared, you should im-
mediately undertake a realistic evaluation of your current 
financial situation to ensure your financial wellness. The 
enclosed worksheet can help you get started.

The financial inventory should include all sources of in-
come, including the paycheck from your spouse or partner 
and dividend and interest-producing assets. Then list your 
liquid asset accounts in order of availability (i.e., which you 
should access first, next and last). You may be pleasantly sur-
prised by how many opportunities arise on the income side 
through interesting, interim assignments or consulting.

Next, evaluate other sources of income. Determine how 
much you can expect from your severance agreement or the 
severance clause of your employment agreement. Make sure 
you receive all benefits due to you. If you have doubts or 
questions, consider hiring an attorney. Rushing to an agree-
ment at this point may leave you with regrets later.

Benefits that you have accrued during your service could 
also be a good source of income. Unused vacation and sick 
leave payout can amount to a substantial lump sum in addi-
tion to severance. Preserve these payouts as a reserve rather 
than spending them on discretionary items.

You may also be eligible for unemployment compensation, 
which varies from state to state and, sometimes, the cir-
cumstances under which you left your employer. Given the 
uncertainty of your period in transition you should investi-
gate your eligibility for this benefit.

Expenses
As a manager in transition, you need to take special care to 
manage expenses and debt. In many ways, you have more 
control over this side of the ledger. Your long-term financial 
health will depend on careful supervision of your expenses 
during this period.
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In an at-risk profession, you should make every effort to live 
beneath your income level at all times, and especially now 
when your sources of income are less certain. The first step 
is to look carefully at where you are spending your income. 
(See enclosed worksheet.)

If you are spending dollars on discretionary items, consider cut-
ting back. If you have credit cards, you should lock them away 
and live solely on your cash income. If you are making regular 
payments on expensive cars and boats – or have high upkeep 
expenses – consider scaling back or selling these luxuries.

The accompanying chart gives you some common bench-
marks to measure your spending. 

It’s also possible that, like many Americans, you have sub-
stantial credit card balances that you have built up over the 
years. It’s important that you work through this problem, 
since failure to keep up with your debts can harm 
your credit rating. Often, credit card issuers are 
willing to discuss payment plans, and take 
into account your current job situation. You 
should initiate these discussions before you 
fall behind in your payments. You may also 
want to locate a U.S. Department of Justice-
approved credit counseling agency at www.
usdoj.gov/ust/bapcpa/ccde/cc_approved.htm.

For most families, their home is their most 
important asset. Your mortgage payment should take 
priority over other credit payments. Even here, you may 
have flexibility, if you consult with your mortgage issuer. 
It’s possible that your mortgage holder will allow you to 

pay only your 
interest until 
you find a new 
position, which 
could improve 
your monthly 
cash flow dur-
ing the transi-
tion period.

Finally, you should evaluate your current insurance coverage. 
Health insurance is essential. You may have coverage through 
another family member or through your severance agreement. 
If necessary, take out COBRA insurance, which is available at 
your expense through federal law for 18 months after separa-
tion. Life insurance is also an important consideration.

Long-term considerations
Reviewing your assets, you may be tempted 

to tap into your retirement fund, often the 
largest pot of money on your balance sheet. 
For several reasons, this can lead to very 
damaging consequences not easily reversed. 
Consider your retirement assets your safety 
net of last resort.

Before accessing any of your retirement assets, 
you should understand that the tax code treats 

different types of retirement assets very differently. If 
the money is in a 401 defined contribution plan or an IRA, 
and you are younger than 59½ years old, you will probably 
pay an extra 10 percent tax on withdrawals from these ac-
counts, in addition to regular withholding tax. By the time 
you receive your check, you could be surprised that the 
amount is much less than you anticipate.

If you have money in a 457 deferred compensation plan, the 
extra 10 percent penalty does not apply. However, as in any 
retirement account, you will need to pay withholding tax 
that will substantially reduce your final payment.

Even more important than the tax consequences is the 
impact that withdrawing money today may have on your 
retirement. By reducing your account today, you will forfeit 
the benefit from the compounding of your assets, which 

For most families, their 
home is their most 
important asset. Your 
mortgage payment 
should take priority over 
other credit payments.
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Assets

Severance lump sum     _______________________

Final pay lump sum: vacation, sick leave payout  _______________________

Liquid investments Savings accounts   _______________________

 Brokerage accounts, investments   _______________________

 Roth IRA after tax principal   _______________________

 Other    _______________________

Total liquid assets     _______________________

Illiquid investments – Retirement accounts 457 balance    _______________________

 401(a) balance    _______________________

 Traditional IRAs  _______________________

Illiquid – Real estate other than home    _______________________

Total illiquid assets     _______________________

Income 

Spouse/partner income    _______________________

Part time/temporary work    _______________________

Ongoing severance pay (# weeks)    _______________________

Unemployment     _______________________

Other savings     _______________________

Total weekly income     _______________________

Transition Financial Inventory
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BAselIne monthly expenses

Housing:  Mortgage    _____________________

 Property taxes    _____________________

 Home insurance   _____________________

 Homeowner dues   _____________________

Utilities:  Gas    _____________________

 Electric    _____________________

 Waste    _____________________

 Water    _____________________

 Refuse collection  _____________________

Health: Insurance    _____________________

 Out-of-pocket    _____________________

 Prescriptions    _____________________

Life insurance     _____________________

Credit card, other debt payments    _____________________

Child support/alimony    _____________________

Communications Telephone Landline   _____________________

  Cell phone   _____________________

 Internet access     _____________________

Newspaper, magazines     _____________________

Entertainment     _____________________

Job search costs      _____________________

Groceries      _____________________

Clothing      _____________________

Tuition, school fees, supplies, etc.     _____________________

Personal care, haircuts, etc.     _____________________

Transportation   Car payments     _____________________

 Auto insurance    _____________________

 Gas     _____________________

 Auto maintenance    _____________________

Total baseline expenses     _____________________
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produces most of your asset gains over time. You could be 
sacrificing your long-term financial wellbeing to cover short-
term expenses. It’s a choice you'll want to avoid, if possible.

ICMA-RC retirement professionals can help you with ac-
count projections so you understand the implications of any 
withdrawals. If you decide to take out assets, ICMA-RC can 
assist you with the paperwork. If you decide to move your 
assets into an IRA, ICMA-RC can help you through the pro-
cess. Managers in transition can call 800-326-7075 to consult 
with retirement specialists who can answer their questions.

During transition may be a good time to visit a financial plan-
ner who can help you understand all of the implications of 
your options. The planner may also have access to a number 
of resources that could help you through your short-term 
situation. If you decide that you need financial guidance dur-
ing your transition, you should take advantage of the services 
offered by ICMA-RC. Its staff of financial planners is familiar 
with managers in similar situations and can offer useful advice.

In addition, other resources are available for managers in 
transition. The International City/County Management 

Association (ICMA) has a group of retired managers called 
Range Riders, former city and county managers who may 
have lived first-hand through your current transition status. 
They can advise you on how they managed the experience 
and provide useful advice on steps to take to maintain your 
financial health and to find a new position.

Range Riders also understand that it’s important to find the 
right next job, which may not be the first one available, no 
matter how tempting it may be. They may also know about 
interim assignments that could be useful to tide you over 
while you are seeking a permanent position. You can go to 
the  “Who’s Who” section of www.icma.org to see the list of 
current Range Riders.

conclusion
It’s important to maintain your financial perspective during 
this difficult transition period. The steps you take today can 
have a long-term impact on your financial health. Making 
the right decisions can help you maintain the right frame 
of mind to find a new position and ensure your long-term 
financial health.

Now In 20 Years

$500,000

$400,000

$300,000

$200,000

$100,000
$125,000

$100,000

$483,711

$386,968

$0

principal lost
Due to $25,000 Withdrawal

Keep $3,500
invested 

for 20 Years

$0

$4,000

– $4,000

$8,000

$12,000

$16,000
$13,544

– $3,500

Withdraw now, 
pay $3,500

in taxes 

tax cost
Due to $10,000 Withdrawal

An early withdrawal of $10,000 from an account taxed at 25 percent, with an additional 
10 percent early withdrawal tax, will reduce the $10,000 by $3,500 in total taxes, 
leaving a net of $6,500.  If that $3,500 was left in the account, it would grow to 
$13,544 over 20 years with a 7 percent annual return.

A $25,000 withdrawal from an account with a balance of $125,000 will reduce it to 
$100,000.  In 20 years with a 7 percent annual return, $125,000 would have grown 
to $483,711, while $100,000 would only grow to $386,968, or $96,743 less.
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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 

By James Thurmond

Causes of         Managerturnov  re
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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.

Been There?
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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. 

JaMeS ThurMond is a former city 
manager of Cleveland, Uvalde, and 
Missouri City, Texas, and is now 
director of the MPA program, 
University of Houston, Houston, Texas 

(jhthurmo@Central.UH.EDU).

endnoTeS

1  Council-manager cities in Texas comprise 
295 general law cities plus 299 home 
rule cities; this equals 594. See Terrell 
Blodgett, City Government That Works 
(Austin: Texas City Management 
Association [TCMA], 1998).

2  Ruth Hoogland DeHoog and Gordon P. 
Whitaker, “Political Conflict or Professional 
Advancement: Alternative Explanations of 
City Manager Turnover,” Journal of Urban 
Affairs 12, no. 4 (1990): 361–377.

3  James Kaatz, Edward French, and Hazel-
Prentiss Cooper, “City Council Conflict 
as Cause of Psychological Burnout and 
Voluntary Turnover Among City Managers” 
State and Local Government Review, 31, 3 
(199) 162–172).

4   Former Corpus Christi and Laredo, Texas, 
City Manager Marvin Townsend once advised 
that he tried to avoid gathering all the 
councilmembers together at one time when 
the subject was the city manager. He thought 
that only bad could come of it because 
every manager is almost always involved in 
a controversy or issue that has at least one 
councilmember perturbed. Because annual 
performance reviews are usually required 
in today’s employment agreements, such 
gatherings are almost impossible to avoid, 
and managers should not necessarily be 
surprised by negative outcomes. Richard C. 
Feiock and Christopher Stream, in “Explaining 
the Tenure of Local Government Managers,” 
Journal of Public Administration Research 
and Theory 8, no. 1 (1998): 127, suggest that 
agreements provide a review mechanism that 
can speed a manager’s exit.

5  Douglas M. Ihrke and M. Scott Niederjohn, 
“Conflict on City Councils in Wisconsin,” 
Journal of Urban Affairs 27, no. 4 (2005): 
453–462.

6  Gordon P. Whitaker and Ruth Hoogland 
DeHoog, “City Managers under Fire: 
How Conflict Leads to Turnover,” Public 
Administration Review 51, no. 2 (1991): 
156–165.

7  Ihrke and Niederjohn, “Conflict on City 
Councils in Wisconsin.”

8  Feiock and Stream, “Explaining the Tenure of 
Local Government Managers.”

9  Whitaker and DeHoog, “City Managers 
under Fire.”

10  DeHoog and Whitaker “Political Conflict or 
Professional Advancement.”

11  Douglas J. Watson and Wendy L. Hassett, 
“Career Paths of City Managers in America’s 
Largest Council-Manager Cities,” Public 
Administration Review 64, no. 2 (2004): 
192–199.

12  Feiock and Stream, “Explaining the Tenure of 
Local Government Managers.” 1998.

13  Barbara Coyle McCabe et al., “Turnover 
among City Managers: The Role of Political 
and Economic Change,” Public Administration 
Review (2008): 380–386.

14  Ibid.
15  Gladys M. Kammerer et al., City Managers in 

Politics: An Analysis of Manager Tenure and 
Termination (Gainesville: University of Florida 
Press, 1960).

16  Daniel M. Barber, “Newly Promoted City 
Managers,” Public Administration Review 48, 
no. 3 (1988): 694–699.

17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19  Joseph La Beau, “Executive Summary and 

Full Report to the Texas City Management 
Association on City Manager Personality and 
Career Impacts” (Austin: TCMA, 2005).

20  Feiock and Stream, “Explaining the Tenure 
of Local Government Managers”; James C. 
Clingermayer and Richard C. Feiock, “Council 
Views toward the Targeting of Council 
Benefits,” Journal of Politics 57 (1995): 
508–521.

21  Feiock and Stream, “Explaining the Tenure of 
Local Government Managers,” 127.

22 Ibid.
23 Ibid.
24  Douglas J. Watson and Wendy L. Hassett, 

“Long-Serving City Managers: Why Do They 
Stay?” Public Administration Review 63, no. 1 
(2003): 71–78.

25  James Thurmond, “Managing in the 
Bureaucratic and Collaborative Contexts” 
(Doctoral dissertation, University of Houston, 
2007).



4614  PUBLIC MANAGEMENT  |  DECEMBER 2009 icma.org/pm

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. 
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De-­‐Termination	
  Continues	
  
In the December 2009 issue of PM, readers shared their encounters with employment terminations in "Tales of De-Termination." 
They were prompted by the magazine’s call for stories in the September article, "Causes of Manager Turnover," by James 
Thurmond. Replies received more recently and included here validate Thurmond’s 20 turnover factors.  

When	
  Working	
  Harder	
  Doesn’t	
  Help	
  
At a community where I used to work as city manager, I experienced several of the turnover factors listed in James Thurmond’s 
article. All of these factors were the push factors rather than the pull factors. 

I had interviewed and accepted the position in October. In November, an election changed two members of the council. Although 
all of the candidates had been involved in the interviewing process, this completely changed the dynamic of the council. 

Part of the change was a big increase in conflicts among the members of the council. Some conflicts were due to different 
philosophies about city services, but most were due to an overarching issue regarding a state transportation project. There was 
constant discussion and argument as councilmembers on different sides of the issue sought to persuade other members. There 
were also some behind-the-scenes attempts at vote trading. Even after this vote was taken, the ramifications continued to play out 
as members on the losing side sought revenge for their defeat. 
Councilmembers also disagreed from the beginning over my role as the first professionally trained manager in the community. 
Some councilmembers wanted me to handle most of the administrative details they had been previously handling while they 
focused more on overall policy. Others objected to this, feeling they were being left out of the loop on decision making. These 
arguments contributed to the sense of conflict among councilmembers. 
I saw the handwriting on the wall months before I was fired. In fact, I saw how the part of the council that wanted me gone was 
going to trade for the necessary votes about a month before they were actually able to figure out how to do so themselves. 
The conflict on the council continued, and the two managers who followed me both had short tenures. Fortunately, they were 
able to leave for other positions before being fired. It took several elections before the councilmembers who seemed to relish 
conflict left the council, either voluntarily or involuntarily. 

What I’ve learned from that experience is that when conflict among councilmembers reaches a certain level, you can’t solve it by 
working harder or working smarter. It’s time to work on finding a new position. 

Mike	
  Robertson	
  
City	
  Administrator	
  
Otsego,	
  Minnesota	
  
mike@ci.otsego.mn.us	
  	
  

Frying	
  Pan	
  into	
  the	
  Fire:	
  Singed	
  but	
  Not	
  Burned	
  
During a three-year period of my career, I transitioned through two local governments as chief administrative officer, and I have 
professionally and personally lived to tell about the experiences. 

In 1989, the city of Cumberland, Maryland, needed to comply with Pennsylvania’s health regulations because it got its water 
from Pennsylvania; thus Cumberland began a process to fluoridate the city water supply at its Pennsylvania treatment source. The 
Cumberland community was almost immediately polarized over this seemingly innocuous health care issue, which was supported 
by the local health care community. 

A local group began a disinformation campaign that resulted in city council elections that year. The mayor was not reelected, and 
the city reversed the fluoridation process after only 30 days of implementation. The new mayor, who opposed fluoridation, 
informed me on his first day in office that, because I was a proponent of fluoridation, he would help me find a new job elsewhere. 
I decided to secure my own future, and I applied for other management jobs around the country. I accepted a position in August 
1990 as the first CAO in Marshalltown, Iowa. I supplanted a strong mayor incumbent and started working with a number of 
independent, long-term department heads who had had free rein under the previous CEO. 

Imagine my surprise when, in December 1991, The Des Moines Register reported that a Ponzi investment scheme had obliterated 
$110 million of the pooled investments of 88 Iowa governments and schools, including about $7.5 million of Marshalltown's. 
The Iowa Trust scandal resulted in Marshalltown being sued by the state of Iowa because the city treasurer was president of the 
pool and a confidant of the pool’s organizer. 

As part of the city’s recovery, the treasurer was asked to resign, and the rest of us had to oversee a $3 million budget reduction in 
the middle of the fiscal year, which we accomplished. Because of the city's fiscal doldrums, I again found myself being asked to 
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think about leaving my CAO position. Again, I voluntarily sought and was able to secure my current position as county manager 
of Genesee County, New York. 

In hindsight, I can see these warning signs in both communities:  

1. Policy changes and conflict existed among councilmembers over specific local issues.  
2. Community reaction and antagonism to city government and perceived wrongs were apparent. Minority opinions tended to 

dominate media reports, and headlines and perceptions portrayed a dysfunctional local government.  
3. Elected mayor "situations" were evident: an incumbent who took a proactive health care stand was defeated by a single issue; a 

mayor who had earlier been declared incompetent by family members didn't finish his two-year term; and a mayor who couldn't 
abide being part- time aligned himself with a long-serving power broker.  

Survival	
  Tips	
  
Here are my recommendations for job survival: 

Continue building your community visibility, profile, and presence; perform your duties and responsibilities; and act in the best 
interest of the local government and taxpayers. In Iowa, the city attorney and I, with the aid of the Securities and Exchange 
Commission and state attorney general’s office, were able to recoup 95 percent of the invested funds that Marshalltown had 
initially lost. I had nothing to be ashamed of, and there was no misfeasance or malfeasance on my part in either management 
position I held. 
Build personal support with strong family ties, friends, and community relationships. 

Continue monitoring the enactment of council policy directives and fiscal recommendations to ensure the functioning of essential 
local government services. 

Take stock of career opportunities and decide if leaving under your own terms (in spite of certain employment agreement safety 
nets) is better than trying to ride out the storm and deal with the toll on family members. Ask yourself: Is the possible moral 
victory coupled with professional frustration and family angst worth the price? 
I'm in my 16th year of service in Genesee County, where I think I've proven my capabilities and brought a successful blend of 
local government leadership, competence, and consistency to the manager’s position. Adherence to the core tenets of our 
profession's Code of Ethics and my own core beliefs and principles, and my education and experience along with my having been 
mentored by an extremely capable ICMA colleague throughout my career sustained me through the trials and tribulations and 
helped me come out on the other side. 

Jay	
  Gsell	
  
County	
  Manager	
  
Genesee	
  County,	
  New	
  York	
  
jgsell@co.genesee.ny.us	
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