C OV ER STORY

10 Habits
Of Highly Effective Councils

ocal government operations directly affect our daily exis-
tence and experiences and the quality of life that we per-
ceive we have within our communities. No local govern-
~ ment deserves, nor should its citizens tolerate, a
| council or governing body that isn’t extraordi-
| narily effective and competent in leading the
community.

Thomas Cronin, a recognized authority on public policy,
defines leadership as “making things happen that might not
otherwise happen and preventing things from happening
that ordinarily might happen. It is a process of getting peo-
ple together to achieve common goals and aspirations. Lead-
ership is a process that helps people transform intentions
into positive action, visions into reality.”

The quality of leadership effectiveness demonstrated by a
governing body and its ability to be a highly effective council
are not attributes bestowed upon it by a swearing-in cere-
mony. They are the results of disciplined adherence to a set
of fundamental principles and skills that characterize highly
effective governing bodies. Here, then, are 10 “habits” of
highly effective councils, based upon the author’s observa-
tions of hundreds of governing bodies over the past 20 years.
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Think and Act
Strategically

= A council’s primary re-
sponsibility is not just to make policy
or to do its “Roman emperor” routine
(thumbs down or thumbs up) on
agenda items at public meetings. It is
to determine and achieve the citizens’
desires for the community’s future.
Councils and their administrative
teams must accept responsibility for
shaping the future of their communi-
ties by expanding their mental hori-
zons to identify and meet the chal-
lenges that must be addressed through
decisive leadership and through shared
goals for the attainment of that future.

A strategic leader always comes
from the future and takes you “back
to the future” from the present. This
leadership adventure starts with a vi-
sion and evolves into a definition of
the strategic issues that must be mas-
tered to achieve the vision. The next
step is the development of long-range
goals that address these strategic is-
sues and that provide a decision-mak-
ing and budgetary basis for the suc-
cessful implementation of these goals.
Living from one annual budget to an-
other and from one council meeting
~ to the next condemns your commu-
nity and its future to happenstance
and to the type of thinking that often
befuddles national governance and
policy.

For this reason, polls show that an
overwhelming majority of citizens
want important issues affecting their
lives to be decided at the local, home
town level. Here, they expect leader-
ship, sound thinking, and decisive ac-
tion. In spite of this citizen expecta-
tion, a 1996 survey conducted by the
International City/County Manage-
ment Association (ICMA), “Survey of
Current Practice in Council-Manager
Governments,” indicates that fewer
than 40 percent of all councils set
long-term strategic goals to guide their
semimonthly forays into decision
making.
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Understand and
Demonstrate the
Elements of
= Teams and
Teamwork

By law, councils exist and have authority
only when their members convene as
bodies to do business. They also are
components of corporate beings that
must speak, act, and fulfill their commit-
ments with one voice and in a mature,
effective, and reliable manner. Councils
are collections of diverse individuals who
come together to constitute and act as an
entity, and only when operating as an
entity can they exercise authority and
perform in fulfillment of their purpose.

This is a classic definition of “team.”
Carl Larson and Frank LaFasto, two pre-
eminent authorities on teams and team-
work, define a team as an entity com-
prising two or more people working
together to accomplish a specific pur-
pose that can be attained only through
coordinated activity among the team
members. In short, a team exists to ful-
fill a specific function or purpose and is
made up of disparate, interdependent
people who collectively achieve a capac-
ity that none of its members could
demonstrate individually.

Teams always have two components
that we might call their S components:
systemicness and synergy. All teams are
systemic by definition, being made up of
interdependent parts (people) who af-
fect each other’s performance and that
of the team. Synergy is the ability to
achieve an effect, when working to-
gether as a team, that is more than the
sum of the team members’ individual ef-
forts. While all teams are systemic, rela-
tively few are genuinely synergistic un-
less their members understand, master,
and demonstrate the fundamentals of
teamwork, which are:

+ A clear sense of purpose.

* A clear definition of the roles and re-
lationships that unite individual tal-
ents and capacities to achieve team
performance.

* Integration of members who have
basic technical, interpersonal, and
decision-making competence.

* A commitment to team success and
performance excellence.

+ A climate of trust, openness, and mu-
tual respect.

+ Clear standards of success and per-
formance excellence.

* The support, resources, and recogni-
tion to achieve success.

*+ Principled and disciplined leader-
ship.

Highly effective councils spend time
building their sense of being a team and
enhancing their skills in productive
teamwork.

Master Small-
. Group Decision
'1 ] Making

Most councils are classic small groups,
with fewer than a dozen people. Small
groups demonstrate certain skills and
behaviors that link their members to-
gether. They also have knowledge of the
processes they must follow to make de-
cisions in fulfillment of their purpose.
Figure 1 summarizes the skill sets essen-
tial to small-group effectiveness.

Clearly Define
v_ Roles and
d | Relationships

Each team member, whether mayor or
councilmember, makes a contribution
to and has a relationship with the team.
Contributions and relationships must
be defined in terms of the role to be as-
sumed and how that role is to be carried
out through the behavior of the person
in the role.

A role has two elements: function, the
specific responsibilities of that role, re-
gardless of incumbency; and perfor-
mance, the behavior of the person occu-
pying the role in fulfilling his or her
responsibilities. Councils, through char-
ter, statute, or ordinance, have a clear
definition of their function. The perfor-



Figure 1. Effective Small-Group Decision Making

An EFFECTIVE Small Group
| |
Interpersonal Skills Task Skills Rational Skills
The ability to work with others Knowledge to do a job Ability to deal with issues

and problems rationally

« Listening to and understanding
the views of others

« Constructively confronting and
resolving differences -

» Supporting others and showing
respect for their ideas

« Participating actively in
discussions

+ Taking “time outs” to discuss
how well group members
interact

+ Knowing the form and role of
the organization

+ Knowing law, policies, and
procedures

» Showing civility and good
manners

+ Using professional and technical
knowledge

« Selecting and prioritizing the
issues to be addressed

+ Analyzing issues and related facts

+ Identifying objectives and
outcomes

« Considering alternative
strategies and courses of action

+ Assessing obstacles and
consequences

* Reaching consensus decisions

+ Bvaluating and following up

mance component must be defined
within the team through discussion and
mutual definition of those behaviors
and practices expected of the mayor and
councilmembers in the conduct of their
duties and interactions.

Vince Lombardi, when asked what
made a winning team, replied, “Start
with the fundamentals. A player’s got to
know the basics of the game and how to
play his [her] position. The players have
to play as a team, not a bunch of indi-
viduals. The difference between medi-
ocrity and greatness is the feeling the
players have for each other,” that is, their
relationships. Teams talk about and de-
fine expected roles and relationships
and give constructive feedback to their
members on the degree to which they
are fulfilling these expectations.

Establish and Abide
by a Council-Staff
Partnership

We have all heard the saying “Council
makes policy, staff implements policy.”
Well, this is a total misconception of re-
ality. Policy making and policy imple-
mentation are not distinct and separate

functions. Policy making/implementa-
tion is a continuum of thought and rela-
tions that transforms ideas and abstrac-
tions (visions, policies, goals, and plans)
into defined, observable ends or out-
comes (results, programs, buildings,
streets, deliverable services). Council
and staff share this continuum as part-
ners ensuring each other’s success. Each
person plays an important role in mak-
ing sound policies and in ensuring their
effective implementation through reli-
able administrative practices and perfor-
mance. Figure 2 depicts this partnership
and continuum.

John Carver, a widely acclaimed au-
thor who writes about boards that make
a difference, discusses this partnership
as one in which councils define the
needs to be met and the outcomes to be
achieved. He believes that councils
should allow staff, within council-estab-
lished limits, to define the means for
achieving these ends. He sees a council-
staff linkage that empowers staff to do
its tasks and to be evaluated on the re-
sults produced.

Councils that accept and abide by this
partnership focus their energy on estab-
lishing vision, goals, and good policy and

on empowering effective staff perfor-
mance. Councils that do not do this will
frequently fall into micromanaging, that
is, they will perceive a need to become
involved in, or retain approval over, even
minor staff activity and plans.

A critical element and important
council task in this partnership is evalu-
ation of the manager or administrator,
based upon clearly defined goals, poli-
cies, and established guidelines on exec-
utive performance. According to the
1996 ICMA survey, only about 45 per-
cent of all councils formally evaluate
their managers’ performance.

Make a Systematic
Evaluation of
Policy
Implementation

Councils, like most legislative bodies,
frequently exhibit the Jean Luc Picard
syndrome (Star Trek II) and simply tell
their staffs: “Make it so” They assume
that council action equates to policy and
program implementation. The next
time the council hears about policy is
when a problem or crisis arises.

In contrast, highly effective councils
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Figure 2. Council-Staff Partnership
(To What Degree Is This Partnership Understood, Discussed, and Respected by Councilmembers?)
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expect periodic feedback on policy re-
sults and on possible policy amend-
ments that may be required. This feed-
back can be provided through progress
reports, status memos or newsletters,
and policy reviews.

|| Allocate Council
Time and Energy

@ Appropriately

Councils, like other teams, play in a
number of settings or arenas to achieve
overall, peak performance. There are
four council-staff arenas, and each must
be appreciated for its purpose and for its
contribution to a council’s effectiveness:

*  Goal setting (retreats or “advances”).

* Exploration and analysis (study
sessions).

* Disposition/legislation (regular pub-
lic meetings).

* Community relations (interactions
with constituents and with other
agencies).
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Figure 3 shows the purpose, typical
setting, focus, and key characteristics of
each arena. All four arenas are essential
to highly effective councils’ fulfillment of
their leadership, policy-making, goal-
setting, and empowering responsibilities.

A highly effective council will hold at
least one goal-setting retreat or “ad-
vance” annually. It also will hold two
study sessions monthly, usually between
regularly scheduled public hearings.
Here, councilmembers will confer with
staff and other experts on significant
items under consideration that will
eventually require official actions.

While these meetings should be open
to the public as observers, the public
should not participate in the council-
staff dialogue. Many councils short-
change this arena, pushing the opportu-
nity for learning into the formal public
hearing, which is not designed to pro-
mote much in-depth analysis of complex
issues. The arena of disposition/legislation
is designed to get to a vote, not to pro-
mote careful analysis of complex issues.

The fourth arena, community rela-
tions, is becoming more important. It is
rapidly transforming the role of the
council and how it spends its time.
Communities today are more dependent
upon sophisticated alliances and part-
nerships among groups, both public and
private entities. Jurisdictions are subject
to multiple, profound changes in how
public officials operate. Today, the com-
munity arena requires more time spent
in interactions outside city hall and puts
greater time pressure on mayors and
councilmembers.

for Council
Meetings

Council meetings exist for the purpose
of doing the council’s business. Litera-
ture on how to conduct effective and
productive meetings specifies the need
for an adherence to clearly defined rules
and procedures.




Figure 3. Arenas for Governing Body and Staff Performance
Exploration and Disposition/ Community

Arena Goal Setting Analysis Legislation Relations

Purposes « Establish vision + Understanding the + Taking official action  + Interacting with
- Explore potentials issue(s) * Voting on items constituents/citizens
* Set goals + Problem -Resolutions * Building alliances
* Set direction/ identification -Ordinances + Doing outreach and

priorities « Selecting “best » Gathering public liaison
-Community options” input « Coordinating with
-Services * Building + Mobilizing support other entities
-Staff action commitment '

-Budgets '

Typical Setting Retreat or advance— Study session— Public—formal council Numerous—
informal off-site conference room meeting in chambers diverse formats
workshop.

Focuses + Future of community  » Developing knowl- + Going through the + Communicating
* Evaluation of edge for decision agenda (formality) » Problem solving

-Needs making + Showing authority + Collaborating and
-Trends + Sorting of options » Ratifiying/adopting coordinating
-Strategic issues » Examining » Dealing with political  « Forming
+ Community desires consequences pressures partnership(s)
and values » Setting strategies * Identifying : *» Actingasa
+ Leadership » Making competent psychological needs community
and informed '
decisions

Key Characteristics + Informality - Starting council-staff ~ * Meeting formally + Being “outside” city
+ Sharing of options dialogue + Setting and following hall
*» Open dialogue - Questioning and test-  rules and procedures  + Responding to
* Creative thinking ing ideas + Encouraging public requests
+ Humor and - Exchanging input and « Starting joint

adventure information involvement ventures
» Face-to-face/group » Negotiating and + Gaining high + Facilitating
interaction consensus building visibility interagency activity
+ No voting * Dealing with * Using multiple inter-
« Face-to-face/group pressure/advocacy action modes and
interaction from groups communication
* Voting techniques
+ Interacting as groups

Many councils, however, drift from
these rules and procedures in pursuit of
informality, collegiality, and “just being
nice.” They let their meetings drone on
with a lack of focus, redundant com-
ments, and endless discussion.

Rules and procedures do not pre-
clude citizen input, courtesy, or sensi-
tivity to public concerns and view-
points. They respect all these elements
and the necessity to conduct business in
an orderly, disciplined, and productive
ranner.

Get a Valid

not it is addressing issues effectively.

Assessment of the
Public’s

- Concerns and
an Evaluation of the
Council’s Performance

Elections are contests among individuals
vying to become members of the coun-
cil. They are not valid, objective assess-
ments of the public’s feeling about the
quality of the council’s performance as a
governing body and about whether or

Highly effective councils seek feedback
through a number of market research
tools such as focus groups, surveys, and
questionnaires. Typically, the phone calls
a councilmember receives or the com-
ments made in public hearings are not
valid or accurate reflections of the entire
community’s sentiments about issues and
about the council’s performance. “Market
research feedback” should be ongoing
and should be included in the annual
goal-setting retreat or advance.
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Practice
Continuous

Personal
B Learning
and Development as a
Leader

Leaders read, attend workshops, and
constantly seek information, under-
standing, and insight. Highly effective
councils are composed of members who
honestly know they don’t know it all.
They take advantage of the myriad of
opportunities to learn and to perfect
their skills by reading, going to state and
national municipal league workshops,
and attending every forum that can ex-
pand their skills to lead and govern well.

A highly effective council also learns
as a council. It works closely with the
manager to improve its leadership skills
and the council-manager relationship,
assessing objectively its performance on
each of the 10 habits. This assessment
should include the observations of coun-
cilmembers, manager, department heads,
and selected members of the community
who have occasion to work and interact
with councilmembers. The effective
council should decide where gains can be
made, then set up the opportunity
through council workshops to learn the
skills needed to make these gains.

In 1990, Mayor Margaret Carpenter
and City Manager Jack Ethredge of
Thornton, Colorado, began a process
with Thornton’s council to increase the
council’s leadership skills and effective-
ness that incorporated the 10 habits de-
scribed in this article.

First, the council conducted a careful
reexamination of the city’s mission and
the role that it had to assume to ensure
fulfillment of that mission. Then, in dis-
cussions with the city manager, coun-
cilmembers made a commitment to lead-
ership innovation and excellence that
focused on long-term and strategic issues
vital to the community’s future. The pro-
cess involved advances, close attention to
community feedback through focus
groups and surveys, and frequent self-
evaluation of both council’s and staff’s
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The Manager’s Role in
Building a Highly Effective
Council

+ Focus the council on leadership
and achieving a quality future for
the community.

* Select a time and place to conduct
a facilitated discussion about fac-
tors affecting the council’s effec-
tiveness. It is recommended that
the manager be involved in this
discussion. '

* Invite the council to assess can-
didly and objectively its perfor-
mance relative to the 10 habits of
highly effective councils included
in this article and other effective-
ness indicators that councilmem-
bers feel are appropriate.

* Have the council identify where
significant gains in effectiveness
are desired.

+ Develop specific strategies and op-
portunities with the council to
achieve desired goals.

+ Schedule- specific skill-building
workshops for the council. Include
key staff members when the focus is
on council-staff relationship issues.

» Establish a process with the coun-
cil to evaluate gains that have been
made and to target new opportu-
nities for improvement.

+ Remember: peak performers con-
stantly seek to improve their per-
formance. They know they are on
an endless journey of growth,
performance effectiveness, and
achievement.

performance and sense of partnership.
Now, the council holds multiple ad-
vances each year to define and validate its
strategic perspective and policy leader-
ship. Skill development workshops ac-
company these advances and focus on
defined needs that are identified by coun-
cilmembers. Specific “time-outs” are
taken to evaluate how the council is func-
tioning as a team, as well as how it func-
tions with staff and with the community.
The continuous quest for effectiveness al-
ways begins with the question “Is there

more we should be doing to improve our
leadership performance and to ensure a
quality future for our community?”

As Jack Ethredge observes: “The entire
process has helped Thornton’s council to
identify the issues that are essential to
achieving our community’s goals and to
building collaborative relationships with
citizens and with staff to agree about the
goals. Thornton now is a community of
partnerships, all focusing on a vision and
using our combined resources to become
the city we want to be in the future, There
has been a real breakthrough in the
amount of creative energy that is moving
Thornton forward.”

The last, and probably most impor-
tant, point: Keep your sense of humor.
Governance is a serious business dealing
with the vital issues affecting our com-
munities and the quality of life we expe-
rience within them. But humor reduces
friction and stress, lets others know that
we and they are human, and brings a
pause that refreshes our insight and
commitment. It is essential to forging
and maintaining good relationships.

Every community deserves nothing
less than a highly effective council that
embraces accountability for the commu-
nity’s performance in creating its future
and in effectively addressing, in the pre-
sent, those challenges vital to attaining
that future. That is what is at stake: our
communities’ future. With few excep-
tions, every council can be highly effec-
tive and can provide strong leadership,
but to become effective will require a
good governance model and disciplined
adherence to the fundamental habits of
effectiveness. [0
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