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Addressing the legitimacy of the council-manager executive in local government
 

Urban scholars have noted the recent trend in many western European countries
to strengthen local political executives. For example, Borraz and John (2004) examine
leadership change in Germany, Italy, Norway, England, France and Spain. Italy has
introduced directly elected mayors, and a separation of powers between executive and
legislative arms of municipal government (Magnier, 2004). In England, a similar
separation of powers was recently introduced, with opportunities for municipalities to
adopt a directly elected mayor, perhaps with a council-manager (Hambleton, 2000a;
Leach and Wilson, 2004). In Germany, there has been a “bush-fire like spread of the
direct election of mayors” (Wollmann, 2004: 154). Ireland is due to introduce directly
elected mayors in 2004 (Larsen, 2002: 111). In France and Spain, the shifting
institutional context offers new, significant roles for more assertive local political
leaders (Genieys, Ballart, and Valarié 2004). Central and Eastern Europe is also
undergoing leadership change. For example Poland has recently introduced directly
elected mayors, moving into line with reforms of the 1990s in Slovakia, Bulgaria,
Romania, Slovenia and Hungary (Swianiewicz, 2004). 

Legitimacy is a recurrent theme in the academic analysis of these reforms,
especially in relation to Western Europe. It is often argued that these reforms are
designed to strengthen the legitimacy of political executives and that they in turn
serve to strengthen the legitimacy of the local political system. For example, Borraz
and John argue that “the move towards stronger leadership models are a response to
lower electoral turnouts and the difficulty of achieving political accountability – what
is often termed a legitimacy crisis” (2004: 114). Magnier (2004) refers to the re-
legitimisation of Italian mayors, and Leach and Wilson note the tension between “the
democratic legitimacy of the elected mayor [and] the powers of blockage and delay
[of] the council” (2004: 142). The concept of legitimacy is multi-faceted and we argue
that there needs to be a systematic approach to the concept of legitimacy to gain a
deeper understanding of the impact of leadership reform.  

This paper uses the concept of legitimacy as a means to contribute to the
ongoing debate about leadership change. It explores the council-manager model of
decision-making, one of the options available to local councils in England, and in use
in Australia, Finland, Ireland, New Zealand, and many US cities. It draws on research
carried in Stoke-on-Trent, a city in England which adopted a version of the council-
manger model, including a directly elected mayor, in 2002.

The analysis proceeds as follows. First, following Haus and Heinelt (2004) the
concept of legitimacy is disaggreagated into its component parts of input, throughput,
and output legitimation. Second, the paper draws on international literature relating to
the council-manager model to identify its core values and illustrate its key
characteristics. Third, the paper describes the council-manager model as introduced in
Stoke-on-Trent, and discusses it in terms of input, throughput, and output
legitimation. Fourth, the paper discusses how some of the aspects the model lacks in
terms of legitimation are addressed by the introduction of a form of decentralised,
deliberative forums in Stoke-on-Trent, called the Community Favilitation Service.
Conclusions are offered about the potential for the council-manager form to
contribute to the legitimation of modern urban governance. 
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The legitimation of governance

References to legitimacy permeate democratic theory, but can often be traced
back to very different understandings of why it is needed, how it is achieved, and how
it can be maintained. The most useful starting point is the works of the sociologist
Max Weber, who conceptualises the state as the monopoly of legitimate coercion,
upon which the emergence of democratic structures and the rule of law depend
(Weber, 1991). For Weber, legitimacy is the authority of the ruling elite to take and
implement decisions on behalf of subordinate groups or classes and thus, any regime
that has minimum acceptance has some semblance of legitimacy even if this is
grounded on the use of force. Control of some kind must be kept over subordinate
classes or categories, since they have the potential to destabilise the political
economy. The most efficient way for the ruling class to control the subordinate
classes is through their voluntary acquiescence, and in so doing, the “imperative of
keeping internal order mutates over time into what neo-Marxists or post-Marxists …
call legitimation” (Dryzek, 2000:95).  

A modern democratic leader (or system) can be considered to be legitimate
because they have complied with the rules and procedures of democratic elections and
the checks and balances of modern democratic institutions. Increasingly however,
attention to the formal requirements of democracy is not enough to ensure legitimacy.
A system and its leaders must also respond to perceptions and expectations of
legitimacy. The current trend of ‘democratic deficit’ in western democracies, of
declining interest and participation in the traditional representative democratic
processes, threatens the legitimacy of contemporary urban leaders, and challenges
them to find ways to legitimate their leadership, and the system of which they form a
part. Legitimation - the manner and process by which a state or political system
receives justification - in modern democratic societies cannot be achieved solely
through coercion or even the persuasion or argumentation of politicians. Instead, it
needs to enable a ‘conversation’ about what the electorate expect and what is actually
achievable. This conversation is a complex process that requires investment in long-
term education and the provision of institutional frameworks for such a deliberative
process to happen. 

Habermas (1975) describes the phenomenon of ‘legitimation crisis’, in modern
political systems, which require popular consent (as opposed to violent coercion) to
maintain their political authority in meeting major social problems. According to
Habermas, the capitalist system’s need to accumulate capital is at odds with
increasing popular demand for social equality, and the failure to manage these
contradictory pressures leads to a legitimation crisis. In the context of European
democracies, what means are available to leaders to strengthen their legitimacy and
reconcile the contradictory pressures of economic competition and social inclusion?
Are there new institutional mechanisms that can enable leaders to address the
democratic deficit and growing disenchantment with traditional forms of
representative democracy? 

Haus and Heinelt (2004) draw on Scharpf (1999) to identify three such
processes of legitimation; input, throughput, and output. Each aspect rests on a
different democratic precept: 
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a) Input-legitimation through participation. According to Scharpf, “political

choices are legitimate if and because they reflect the ‘will of the people’ –
that is, if they can be derived from the authentic preferences of the
members of a community” (1999: 6). Input legitimation can be achieved
through demonstrating that popular consent underpins the political system.

b) Throughput-legitimation through transparency. Legitimation of a political
system is also achieved through having transparent and accountable
structures and procedures. A political system’s “social environment has to
understand how measures are taken and who is responsible for them”
(Haus and Henelt, 2004, p!*).

c) Output-legitimation through effectiveness. Following Scharpf, “political
choices are legitimate if and because they effectively promote the common
welfare of the constituency in question” (1999: 6). A political system
generates output legitimation as it promotes the common good.

In these terms, leaders can respond to the ‘legitimacy crisis’ by showing popular
consent for what they do, acting in an open, visible manner, and pursuing policies that
better the common good. But legitimation is not something that only leaders generate,
it is a two way process between those governing and the governing. The legitimation
of a system rests on citizens that are prepared to be involved in, or at least, informed
about policy decision-making, to hold their leaders to account, and to defining what is
meant by the common good.

In the context of modern local governance, which entails a blurring of the
traditional public/private divide, and greater involvement of non-state actors in any or
all stages of policy development, decision-making and implementation, the challenge
for leaders is to positively influence as well as to fulfil their electorate’s expectations
and perceptions of good leadership. There are multiple routes for citizens to be
involved in governance (participation), competing sources of information available to
the general public over which the government does not have control, and which
empower the public to demand accountability (transparency) from their leaders, and
to have a greater awareness of how other city leaders are performing and what their
policies are achieving (effectiveness). 

In the following section we examine the core values and key characteristics of
the council manager model, before proceeding to discuss it in terms of legitimation. 

The council-manager model of decision-making 

Svara (1990: 45-54) distinguishes between mayor-council forms of government
and council-manager forms. Mouritzen and Svara (2002: 55-56) offer a typology of
executive forms: strong-mayor; committee leader; collective; and council-manager.
The primary concern of this analysis is the council-manager form. The core value of
this model is professionalism (Mouritzen and Svara, 2002: 52-53). The essence of the
model is that a full-time, salaried manager is appointed by the council and given
considerable discretion and authority to run municipal affairs. The professionalism



5

that the council manager has the potential to bring is valued for several reasons. First,
advanced management knowledge and skills are seen as valuable to run the city
bureaucracy. Following Mouritzen and Svara, council managers can bring “an
infusion of problem analysis and strategic thinking, well-framed proposals that draw
on the experience of other municipalities, consistency and fairness in service delivery,
continuity and sustained commitment, and productive use of resources” (2002: 52-
53). The implication is that while politicians are strong in terms of representation,
articulating views and providing vision, they lack the expertise and experience to run
organisations and ensure the sound use of resources. Second, the model can serve to
shield decision-making in local government from unnecessary and potentially
detrimental political intervention. The council manger can ‘get on with the job’,
without the constraints that parties and voters place on elected politicians. Third, the
model is seen as a way of preventing corruption. The model was originally developed
to counter corrupt political machines in American cities (Hambleton, 2000b: 5). By
giving extensive executive authority to a paid executive, the incentives for favouritism
and nepotism were lessened.

In response to a potential “leadership gap” (Hambleton, 1998: 14), some
council-manger models incorporate a directly elected mayor. An elected politician has
political authority which an appointed official, no matter how powerful, lacks.
Therefore, in versions of the council-manager model that feature a directly elected
mayor, it is possible to argue that they are based on the values of professionalism and
political leadership. Political leadership entails “raising controversial issues,
proposing innovative plans and projects, setting direction, generating resources,
making compromises, and mobilising citizens” (Mouritzen and Svara, 2002: 52).
While these tasks are not necessarily beyond a council manager the (input) legitimacy
of the mayor gives them considerable leverage. Combined professional and political
power offers a strong base for executive leadership. Indeed,  leadership is vital in
local governance, where there is a need for “powerful but creative figures to give a
direction to local policy-making [who] can make the shifting framework of
individuals and organisations work together” (Borraz and John, 2004: 112). The style
of leadership that effective council-manager mayors engage in has been called
‘facilitative leadership’ where the mayor empowers, guides, influences others, rather
than trying to direct other participants in the governmental process (Svara, 1994: 6). 

Overall authority in council-manager systems rests with the council, and
considerable autonomy delegated to the council-manager. The ‘city manager’ or
‘council manager’1 has powers more akin to an elected politician rather than a
traditional local government chief executive officer (CEO). But the council manager
is appointed by the council and, as noted above, lacks the authority that election
brings. This means that, as Svara points out, “the council ultimately wins all battles
with the manager” (1990: 52). Nevertheless, the model ensures that the council
manger has considerable control over the bureaucracy, substantial resources, and
significant inputs into the policy process. 

There is no simplistic split between politics and administration, or policy and
implementation in the council-manager model. Rather, there is room for
complementary and overlapping roles between politicians and the manager in relation
                                                          
1 We use the term ‘council manager’, but often ‘council manager’ and ‘city manger’ are used
interchangeably.
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may have voice through other residents); and the Area Implementation Team (AIT) –
service providers, namely council departments, health and education. 

The CFS is a relatively fledgling initiative. Policy development began early in
2002, staff were seconded in July 2002 and 10 preliminary Area Forums were held in
September of the same year. A year of workshops and data collection passed, until the
first fully-fledged Area Forum was launched in September 2003 after a lengthy
process of collaborative institutional design, bottom-up problem identification and the
preparation of area ‘action plans’ to be fed into city level joint planning processes.
The individual forums are developing at different rates, because of the differing skills
and experience of their members and of the community facilitators who were
seconded from the council and other agencies to set up the forums.

We now turn to examine how the CFS addresses the legitimation challenges
posed by the council-manger model. The identified shortcomings of the council-
manager model in terms of input legitimation are; fragile or limited consent by the
electorate (because of the infrequent citizen contact with the Elected Mayor) and by
the elected members of the representative system (because they have no power to
dismiss the mayor). The establishment of a deliberative forum (the CFS) can be
viewed as a direct response to these legitimation weaknesses. As a decentralising
mechanism, the CFS creates new spaces for participation (input legitimation). These
spaces – the area forums - have the potential to stimulate democratic engagement in
civil society, since residents experience deliberation alongside their elected
representatives and service providers who have a direct, practical interest in the
locality. The forums take place on a six-weekly basis and resident participation in
these is either direct, or via community networks which feed into the forums.
Councillors and senior officers attend these forums, so contact between citizens and
the political system is significantly increased. Following Dryzek, we can thus
establish a firm link between deliberation and legitimacy. 

The CFS provides an interface for engagement between representative and
direct forms of democracy. This is an enormous and as yet in England under-explored
aspect of local governance but which is extremely relevant to the legitimation of local
government reforms. The council-manager model reduces the traditional powers of
the senior councillor as portfolio holder and concentrates these powers in the dual
executive of directly elected mayor and council manager. There is a sense in which
councillors have been shifted from a proactive (portfolio holder) to a reactive position
(scrutiny & overview commissions) under this model, with no guidelines on how to
re-engage them. There is potential for the CFS to support councillors in a stronger
role as community leaders, through its mechanisms to bring local stakeholders
together with ward councillors to exchange information and deliberate over priorities
and co-ordinated approaches to problem solving. However, if developing a new role
for councillors is not a core objective of the service, then it will not easily be realised2.
Furthermore, the disengagement of councillors is also a throughput legitimation
problem of the council manger model, as we see below. 
 

As well as providing input legitimation through participation, the process of
public deliberation of local problems and priorities by users and providers is seen by
                                                          
2 see Hoggett & Kimberlee 2001 on how strategic arrangements for area governance need to reflect the
flow from objectives, which must be clear. 
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those involved and active in the process as positive and increases the responsiveness
and accountability of the public sector. The area forum gives priority to residents – it
facilitates their interaction with representatives of the local authority and other service
agencies within a more responsive and accountable institutional arrangement. This
interaction facilitates greater transparency through public discussion and scrutiny of
agency activities. Each forum has a community champion who is a senior council
officer, and his/her presence at the forum enhances the accountability of the local
authority towards the community, and builds trust. This feature builds on the
throughput legitimation provided by the visibility of the executive in the council-
manager model. 

The identified shortcomings of the council-manager model in terms of
throughput legitimation is the lack of deliberation experienced by councillors in this
model of representative local democracy; and the degree to which the dual executive
of the directly elected mayor and council-manager are insulated from the rest of the
council. This CFS attempts to counter this in two ways. Firstly, the forums increase
the visibility of the council-manager and other senior officers as community
champions. Secondly, the forums provide a space for the exchange of information
between service providers, elected representatives and residents, which helps to
mitigate the sense of exclusion experienced by some councillors vis-à-vis the
executive. However, at least at this early stage in the lifetime of both the council-
manager model and the CFS in Stoke-on-Trent, councillor involvement in the forums
is not sufficient to mitigate their sense of being sidelined or ‘out of the loop’ at city-
level. 

In terms of both throughput and output legitimation, the area forums,  - and the
sub-forum of the Area Implementation Team – are useful arenas for service providers
to meet and exchange information and to begin to coordinate activities. This in itself
contributes to joined up working by service delivery agents and the more efficient
delivery of local services. A core feature of the CFS is that it aims to break down
‘silo’ thinking in the individual service agencies. It has developed out of a recognition
that to address social exclusion, economic competitiveness and multiple deprivation
that are city wide issues, all stakeholders have to work together. 

A shortcoming of the council-manager model in terms of output legitimation is
the danger of over- centralisation; so much rests on two individuals. This has
implications for information sharing and efficiency in decision-making, both key
aspects of output legitimation. A second danger is that the dual executive’s decision-
making is vulnerable to blocking by the Full Council, and so the speed and
professionalism which are hallmarks of the council-manager model come under threat
if the councillors chose to undermine them, or feel disenfranchised. Can the CFS
compensate in any way for these significant risks? This is the most difficult aspect for
the CFS to address, because it is a process-oriented, participatory initiative that is not
output-based. It addresses output legitimation through effectiveness by bringing
together the relevant stakeholders to plan and share information, so that services can
be made more responsive to local needs. Also, as a model of decentralised planning,
decision-making and joint implementation, it can act as a counterweight to the
centralised leadership model. It is precisely its contribution to input legitimation
through participation (of residents, councillors and service delivery representatives),
and to throughput legitimation through transparency (exchange of information,
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visibility of senior staff including the Council Manager herself), that the CFS helps to
mitigate the risks to output legitimation inherent in the council-manager model. 

Conclusions

Institutional design is vital to local governance. The reforms that strengthen
local political executives in Europe have the potential to alter the dynamics of local
governance. We have examined leadership change in relation to the council-manager
model of decision-making. Using Stoke-on-Trent as an example we have argued that,
as a response to the ‘legitimacy crisis’ in local governance, there are both strengths
and weaknesses in the legitimation that the council-manager model brings. Some of
these are inherent in the model, some (e.g. the low election turnout) relate to local
characteristics.

Institutional design can alleviate these problems. In Stoke-on-Trent, the CFS
has helped to mitigate some of the legitimacy problems of the council-manager
model. It is designed to bring a measure of deliberative consent and decentralisation
in what might otherwise be a centralised model with infrequent contact between the
executive and the electorate. The design of institutional arrangements for local
governance can therefore be improved by assessing how a proposed initiative may
contribute to the legitimacy of the political system and leadership. Input, throughput
and output legitimation, are therefore useful concepts both for academic analysis and
policy design and development. 

A further lesson for policy and practice is that is both possible and increasingly
necessary to combine elements of representative democracy and participatory
democracy in local governance if the legitimation provided by participation,
accountability and effectiveness are to be given equal weight. The council-manager
model, while responding to some aspects of the legitimation crisis in English local
government, is not enough on its own, and benefits from the complementary aspects
of a decentralised, participatory mechanism. 

It is difficult to compare one English city to the over 3000 US cities with city
managers, or all the city and district council managers of New Zealand. It is however
worth noting that while in Stoke-on-Trent reforms have left an executive of two
serving a council of 60, in the other two countries the average number of councillors
per city is 12 or 13 and these individuals play a strategic role in city politics. This
raises the question of the changing role for councillors in local governance, and
whether there is a need for such a comparatively high number of councillors in
English local authorities with the council-manager system of decision-making.
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